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 ‘I Will Help but not Everybody’ – Donating to Charity in a Deficit vs.
Growth Condition: The Importance of Well-Being

This study examined how the reason for donating influences the likelihood of charitable giving
and whether well-being and happiness shape this relation. Students (N = 85) were asked to donate
to either children struggling with learning (to reduce a deficit) or gifted children (to support
growth). We expected that although generally people are more likely to offer money to reduce
a deficit than to support growth, with an increase in happiness and well-being the difference in
the odds of helping, resulting from these two motivations, would be diminished. The results
showed that more people opted to help struggling children than gifted ones. Well-being and
happiness were not related to willingness to help. They predicted the amount of support given,
although the pattern of results was different for each psychological construct. The results are
discussed with reference to a revised cost-reward model of intervention and concepts of well-
being.
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Introduction

Charitable giving has been increasing world-
wide, with more people prepared to donate to

various causes (The Ultimate List of Charitable
Giving, 2019). Nowadays, with the development
of modern technologies and social media, help-
ing has become as easy as it has ever been.
One can easily donate to any cause in a few
clicks. Thanks to these opportunities, it is now
possible to support individuals, who did not
have a chance to obtain funds easily (living in
small towns or the countryside, citizens of less
affluent countries). The Internet provides plenty
of examples of how successful crowdfunding
activities have helped individuals all over the
world. One of the spectacular accomplishments
in this field is the cause of Eliza O’Neill, a four-
year-old girl diagnosed with Sanfilippo syn-
drome, an incurable neurological disorder that
destroys brain cells. Her parents have managed
to raise over $2 million via online donations to
launch a clinical trial that could help save her
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life (Saving Eliza, 2019). This example shows
that human generosity may help to save lives
even in potentially hopeless cases. Hence, rec-
ognizing factors that determine charitable giv-
ing appears to be an important undertaking.

Charity is a type of indirect help involving
giving, which can be contrasted with direct help,
which involves doing something to help in per-
son (Smithson, Amato, & Pearce, 1983). Accord-
ing to Batson and Powell (2003), helping is a
broad term that describes actions that can have
several motivations, including egoistic benefits
or external pressure. However, donating to char-
ity is a type of helping that could also be cat-
egorized as prosocial behavior (prosocial spend-
ing) because it is a voluntary action conducted
without external reinforcement, that aims to im-
prove the situation of a person in need (Bierhoff,
2002). Some charitable donations may even be
altruistic, when the ultimate goal of the dona-
tion is to improve the situation of another and
the feeling of being a good person, sensitive to
others’ needs, is merely an unintended conse-
quence (Batson & Powell, 2003). From this point
of view, we were interested in prosocial behav-
ior in the form of donating to charity, which is a
type of indirect helping as mentioned above.

Prosocial spending can be analyzed on vari-
ous dimensions. The concepts developed by
behavioral economists appear to be consistent
with psychological theories of helping, as both
underlie the importance of internal self-benefits
of helping. For example, according to the nega-
tive state relief hypothesis (Cialdini, Darby, &
Vincent, 1973), people are more likely to help
when they feel bad because prosocial behavior
is a form of mood-enhancing reward. Andreoni
(1989, 1990) proposed a model of impure altru-
ism, in which he depicts the act of giving as a
source of satisfaction described as a warm glow;
hence, people make charitable donations be-
cause they gain utility from it and do not need
any external rewards. Imas (2014) found that
when incentives are low, individuals work harder

for charity than for themselves; however, this
effect disappears when the monetary rewards
increase, suggesting that external incentives
may diminish the warm glow effect. Studies in
this area have also considered the positive in-
fluence of  public visibility of an act of donat-
ing to charity (Ariely, Bracha, & Meier, 2009)
and the interplay of psychological costs and
rewards on helping in critical situations (Piliavin,
Dovidio, Gaertner, & Clark, 1981).

Although they do so differently, both the
abovementioned economic and psychological
models refer to the costs and benefits of help-
ing. Therefore, we based our predictions on a
revised arousal: cost-reward model of interven-
tion (Piliavin et al., 1981). According to this
model, decisions about helping are determined
by cost-reward calculations and the attribution
of arousal, which are affected by several fac-
tors such as the situation, the person’s indi-
vidual traits and the characteristics of the per-
son or group in need. As well as arousal, the
costs and benefits for the helper and the target
of the help are also important. Help is offered
more often when the cost of not helping is high,
but only when the cost of helping remains low.
Engaging in charitable giving could be consid-
ered low-cost helping, when small amounts of
money are involved. Research confirms that a
higher cost of not helping is related to more
helping when the cost of such action is low. In
one study, for example, when people were con-
vinced that the message on an unsent and lost
postcard that they found was important, they
were more likely to send it than when they felt
the message was less important (Deaux, 1974).
In another study (Bickman & Kamzan, 1973),
women in a supermarket were more likely to give
money to another woman who approached them
saying that she was short of money to purchase
milk than frozen cookie dough. In this study,
the researchers assumed that milk was a high-
need item, while cookie dough was a low-need
item. Helping was more common in the case of a
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high-need item. This might be interpreted as an
effect of the higher cost of not helping. A simi-
lar effect of the cost of not helping, although
not for the frequency of donation but for the
amount of money donated, was indicated in
Harris and Samerotte’s (1996) study. They
showed that men ‘were more willing to donate
money to someone who intended to use it to
purchase nutritious, highly needed items [a
glass of milk and a sandwich], than to one who
would buy items of low nutrition, low need [a
coke and a piece of cake]’ (Harris & Samerotte,
1996, p. 198). Finally, people were more in favor
of donating towards tetanus vaccinations when
the risk of illness was high than when the risk
was low (West & Brown, 1975).

The cost-reward model also takes into ac-
count the individual characteristics of the
helper. In high-cost helping situations, suppos-
edly only the most brave and confident people
will help (Batson & Powell, 2003). On the other
hand, since charitable actions are not consid-
ered high cost but refusal to help might have
more or less serious consequences, various in-
dividual characteristics should play an impor-
tant role. Some scholars propose that the effect
of individual characteristics manifests best
when there is no situational pressure (Carlo,
Eisenberg, Troyer, Switzer, & Speer, 1991;
Snyder & Ickes, 1985), that is when the situa-
tion does not create high negative arousal that
would lead to more universal behavioral reac-
tions (withdrawing when the cost of helping is
very high or helping when the cost of helping
is low). Therefore, it seems important to take
into consideration the emotional well-being of
potential helpers before asking them for a do-
nation. In recent years, correlates of well-being
have received a lot of attention from research-
ers in various fields of science (such as psy-
chology, economics, sociology and philoso-
phy). One of the key terms in this area is happi-
ness. It refers to the dominance of positive emo-
tions over negative states and is often treated

as a hedonic indicator of subjective well-being
(Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). As a vast
number of studies indicate, mood can greatly
influence behavior in various social contexts
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Therefore,
it seems highly relevant to scrutinize the em-
pirical data on the links between subjective hap-
piness and willingness to help.

A considerable number of studies confirm the
existence of the glow of goodwill (Batson et
al., 1979), which states that helping others is
associated with positive mood. Happy people
volunteer for charity more than their unhappy
peers do in various types of organizations, in-
cluding religious, political, educational and
health-related  (Thoits  &  Hewitt,  2001).  They
also report having more interest in prosocial
behavior,  spending  a  greater  percentage  of
their time helping others, performing more good
deeds  (such  as  stopping  to  help  a  stranger)
and expressing greater intentions to perform
such deeds in the future (Jasielska, 2018;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Moreover, Isen and
Levin (1972) indicated that experimentally in-
duced positive affect predicts doing kind things
for others (for example, individuals were more
likely to help to pick up papers dropped in front
of them if they had ‘found’ a coin placed in a
telephone booth by an experimenter, than if they
had not). What is more, several studies show
that prosocial spending, which refers to using
one’s own financial resources to help others, is
associated with greater happiness (Aknin et al.,
2013; Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2014) in the ma-
jority of cultures.

Several theoretical frameworks have been pro-
posed to explain this relationship between hap-
piness and prosocial behavior. In a model pro-
posed by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005), happiness
(defined as a long-term propensity to experi-
ence positive emotions) is a state that frequently
leads to successful (valued by society) out-
comes. As these authors noted, the state of
happiness signals to the person experiencing it
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that he or she is free from immediate danger and
hence can seek new goals. This is consistent
with the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson,
2001), which states that the major function of
positive emotions is to produce the tendency
to approach rather than to avoid and to prepare
individuals to seek new experiences. As a re-
sult, positive emotions lead people to think and
act in ways that promote resource building.
Given the findings on the links between posi-
tive mood and helping (Batson et al., 1979; Isen
& Levin, 1972; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001), it is pos-
sible that acting prosocially could be consid-
ered resource-building behavior. By being more
helpful, people believe they are liked more (be-
cause, as the concept of image motivation
states, they have a tendency to be motivated
by others’ perceptions – Ariely, Bracha, & Meier,
2009) and hence may profit more from social
interactions in the future (for example, through
the norm of reciprocity), furnishing them with
stronger and more supportive social networks.
Therefore, it might be presumed that a happier
person will be more likely to help a stranger
because a positive mood encourages such be-
havior as a form of ‘social investment’. In addi-
tion, it has been proposed that positive mood
leads to helping by increasing positive thoughts
and favorable views of other people (Baron,
1987). What is more, happy individuals might
have a more favorable picture of themselves,
including viewing themselves as being more
generous and in control (Baumeister et al., 2003;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005), which may render
readiness to help as something consistent with
their self-image.

However, well-being may also interact with
situational conditions influencing charitable
actions. If individual characteristics manifest
best in less critical situations, then we might
assume that well-being would matter most in a
situation of low cost of either not helping or
helping. The positive effects of well-being
would be more visible in a situation of low rather

than high cost of not helping, because in the
latter situation people would help anyway irre-
spective of their personal well-being.

The Present Study

The motivation behind charitable donations
can have different origins. As various psycho-
logical and economic concepts indicate, it can
be driven by empathic concern (Batson &
Powell, 2003), cost-reward calculations (Piliavin
et al., 1981), the social context of helping (do-
nating privately vs. publicly), the presence of
material benefits, building a positive self-image
or deriving satisfaction from giving (Andreoni,
1989; Ariely et al., 2009). However, to date little
attention has been devoted to the purpose of
giving. Our study focuses on two possible pre-
dictors of giving to charity – the goal of the
charitable donation and the individual’s well-
being. We were specifically interested in
whether the likelihood of donating would differ
depending on whether the money was to be
used to help children struggling with learning
or to support those who are gifted. According
to the arousal: cost-reward model, being pre-
sented with a situation in which a child is fac-
ing adversity, struggling or suffering, people
readily experience discomfort and empathic
arousal. Such children are not able to cope with
the situation themselves, and so it represents a
situation with a high cost of not helping and
one that requires immediate action in order to
reduce tension. Thus, helping can lead to a
sense of relief as a result alleviating personal
distress. This is even more plausible when help-
ing is of low cost, as in the case of monetary
donations. In contrast, presenting a story of an
intelligent and capable child does not provoke
discomfort because it does not involve coping
with suffering. The aim is to increase the skills
and fulfil the potential of a child, who is doing
very well without any help. It requires a focus
on strengths and future positive outcomes



 234      Studia Psychologica, Vol. 61, No. 4, 2019, 230-244

rather than on adversity. In this situation, help-
ing is not based on the experience of negative
arousal (Piliavin et al., 1981). Therefore, we ex-
pected (hypothesis 1) that people would be
more likely to help struggling children than gifted
ones by donating more often and more money
to the former.

The second goal of our study concerned the
relationship between happiness and willingness
to donate to charity. As the concepts discussed
above imply, if being happy is a sign that the
ego is not threatened, one would be more likely
to express concern for others than for the self.
What is more, if positive emotions lead to re-
source building, people will construct positive
views of others and engage in actions that pro-
mote building relationships, including prosocial
behavior. However, the positive relationship
between well-being and the likelihood of do-
nating would be more visible in cases where
there is no situational pressure inducing nega-
tive arousal, such as when donating to gifted
children. We therefore expected (hypothesis 2)
that with an increase in happiness level, differ-
ences between helping disadvantaged children
and talented ones should be diminished. Based
on the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson,
2001), we predicted that experiencing a positive
mood would encourage this situation as it pro-

duces a tendency to approach and enhances
the availability of positive constructs about the
world and others, making it easier to imagine
the  positive  outcomes  of  supporting  gifted
children. Moreover, this situation is more likely
to invoke helping behavior in the case of hap-
pier individuals as it addresses the three con-
sequences of being happy verbalized in
Fredrickson’s (2001) and Lyubomirsky et al.’s
(2005) conceptualizations: 1) individuals’ need
to focus on others rather than benefits to the
self; 2) helping perceived as a long-term invest-
ment; 3) helping motivated by empathy rather
than by personal distress stemming from aver-
sive arousal. All the measures and manipula-
tions applied in this study are presented below.
The graphical design of the model is presented
in Figure 1.

Method

Participants

Participants were 85 students (59 women) of
sociology, philosophy, social work and peda-
gogy, aged 19-46 years (M = 24.36, SD = 5.10). The
sample size was decided based on power analy-
sis before data collection. In order to achieve a
power  of  0.80  (alpha  level  of  .05,  effect  size  of

Figure 1 Graphical design of the model
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f2 = 0.15, and a medium effect size) with planned
logistic regression analysis (with one or two pre-
dictors), the number of participants should be at
least 25 for one predictor and 68 for two predic-
tors analysis (based on Faul et al., 2008). The
participants volunteered for the study (there were
posters informing about the study in different
places on the university campus) and were en-
tered into a lottery for a bookstore gift voucher.
The study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of the Academic Ethical Re-
view Board. All subjects gave written informed
consent in accordance with the Declaration of
Helsinki. None of the observations were excluded
from the analyses.

Measures

Researchers on well-being recommend using
multiple measures of this broad construct in
order to compare results from different instru-
ments and measure it more reliably (Biswas-Di-
ener, Kashdan & King, 2009). Subjective well-
being is often analyzed with a reference to its
two, interrelated dimensions – emotional (ex-
pressed in the dominance of positive emotions
over negative emotions) and cognitive (de-
scribed as a quality of life judged by an indi-
vidual as good – Diener et al., 1999). Therefore,
in the current study we decided to apply two
different measures focusing on diverse aspects
of well-being. In this study happiness was con-
sidered an indicator of hedonic well-being and
measured with Subjective Happiness Scale
(SHS, Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). This scale
focuses on subjective feelings about one’s own
happiness and consists of four items with a
7-point response scale (such as “In general,
I consider myself…”, 1 – not a very happy per-
son to 7 – a very happy person). The scale had
good reliability, α = .80 and ω = .82. Addition-
ally, we measured eudaimonic well-being using
the Psychological Wellbeing Scale (PWB, Ryff
& Keyes, 1995). The scale assesses the follow-

ing key aspects determining psychological qual-
ity of life: autonomy (a sense of self-determina-
tion), environmental mastery (the capacity to
manage effectively one’s life and surrounding
world), personal growth (a sense of continued
growth and development as a person), positive
relations with others (the possession of quality
relations with others), purpose in life (the belief
that one’s life is purposeful and meaningful),
and self-acceptance (positive evaluations of
oneself and one’s past life). Participants re-
sponded to 18 statements indicating the extent
to which they agreed with each of them on a
5-point scale. The measure had a satisfactory
internal consistency, α = .73 and ω = .73.

Procedure

Participants were individually invited to a lab
where they completed the SHS and PWB, were
thanked and informed that the study was fin-
ished, and thus they left the room. At this point
their willingness to help was measured. Shortly
after leaving the lab a research assistant dressed
as a volunteer for a fictitious foundation came
to them and asked them to support a charity
action by a donation in the form of money
placed into a nearby box. There were two con-
ditions related to the purpose of the donation:
the money was to be collected for children with
learning disabilities (deficits condition, n = 42)
or for gifted children to support their talents
(growth condition, n = 43)1. The scripts for both
conditions are provided in the Appendix. After
the participants made the decision whether to
donate or not and how much money they were

1 This type of manipulation (fundraising for strug-
gling vs. gifted children) was earlier used in a paper-
pencil study reported by Maison (2012), where par-
ticipants had to evaluate the foundation and the
importance of a  charity action in the two condi-
tions with different purposes of the fundraising.
However, neither declaration about donating nor
actual helping were assessed.
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willing to give, they were debriefed and in-
formed of the purpose of the study. All the
money was immediately returned to the partici-
pants. The indicators of helping were the deci-
sion whether to donate or not and the amount
of donated money.

Results

The verification of the hypotheses was pre-
ceded by an investigation of the relationship
between the studied constructs and fulfilment
of necessary assumptions for logistic regres-
sion and regression for zero-inflated models.
Our dependent variables were not normally dis-
tributed for obvious reasons: one of them “will-
ingness to help” was coded binary, the other
one “the amount of money donated” had a num-
ber of excessive zeros. Both our happiness/
well-being measurements in the form of SHS
and PWB were normally distributed, which was
assumed, given the graphical distribution and
criteria for kurtosis and skewness (Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2007). The requirements for parametric
correlational analysis were met also for more
advanced regression analysis. The average
level of SHS was M = 4.86 (SD = 1.04) and the
average level of PWB was M = 3.96 (SD = 0.36).
The variables were moderately correlated, r =
.52, p < .01. This supports the idea of diverse
measurement of happiness, as both measures
probably grasp slightly different aspects of
happiness/well-being constructs. Since gender
did not differentiate the levels of SHS, t(83) =
1.08, p = .285, PWB, t(83) = -0.07, p = .948, and
was also not related to willingness to help,
χ2(1) = 0.76, p = .384, phi = -.09, p = .384, we
decided not to include it in further analyses as
a controlled variable.

Logistic Regression

The independent variable in the study was
the purpose of the donation: contributing to

programs for children with learning disabilities
(i.e., helping children with a deficit) vs. contrib-
uting to programs for gifted children (i.e., help-
ing unusually intelligent children fulfil their
potential for intellectual growth). The depen-
dent variables were 1) donating or not (a di-
chotomous variable) and 2) the amount of
money donated (a continuous count variable).
A logistic regression was performed to ascer-
tain the effects of children’s level of intellectual
ability on the likelihood that participants would
help. The logistic regression model was statis-
tically significant, χ2(1) = 6.31, p = .012, which
suggests that the model with the purpose of
donation included predicts data better than a
model without independent variables (null
model). The model explained 9.5% (Nagelkerke
R2) of the variance in readiness to help and cor-
rectly classified 63.5% of cases. In the deficits
condition, the odds of participants being will-
ing to help were higher by a factor of 3.04 than
in the growth condition. In the deficit condi-
tion, 27 (64.29%) out of 42 people agreed to
help, whereas in the growth condition, 16
(37.21%) out of 43 participants in the study of-
fered support. The purpose of donation turned
out to be an important factor in willingness to
help/donate. This also confirms our first hy-
pothesis.

In order to test whether levels of happiness
and psychological well-being are also related
to readiness to help in the growth and deficit
conditions, a series of logistic regression analy-
ses were conducted with a purpose of dona-
tion, happiness and psychological well-being
scales, and their interactions as independent
variables. Both general models were at the level
of statistical tendency (p = .063 for SHS, p =
.069 for PWB). Results showed that none of the
tested interactive effects were significant. Also,
the donation was not related to happiness or
psychological well-being. Only the purpose of
donation predicted the likelihood of donations
in every tested model (p = .013 – .018). The re-
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sults of a series of logistic regression analyses
are reported in Table 1.

Zero-Inflated Poisson Regression Models

We also examined whether excess zero (0 do-
nation) in the growth and deficit conditions was
related to the constructs of well-being (SHS &
PWB) and their subscales, as well as whether
the amount of money differed between the two
conditions. Our suspicion, based on the graphi-
cal inspection, that the amount of money do-
nated had a form of either Poisson or negative
binomial distribution, was supported by the re-
sults of the Anderson Darling test. It was con-
firmed that our dependent variable had a Pois-
son distribution (Statistics = 190.21, p > .05),
but did not have a negative binomial distribu-
tion (p < .05). The excess zeros constituted 49.4%
of the distribution. As for the count model (in-
cluding data from participants who offered
money) the average donation was M = 476.05
(SD = 375.96) with minimum donation of 80 to
maximum donation of 2000 pennies.

That is why we decided to test our hypoth-
eses by employing Zero-Inflated Poisson re-

gression (ZIP) models. ZIP methodology is
widely  discussed  in  various  sources  (e.g.,
He, Tang, Wang, & Crits-Christoph, 2014). The
outcomes of the series of ZIP analyses includ-
ing the interaction terms are presented in Table
2.

According to the results, the purpose of do-
nation was related both to excess zero (0 dona-
tion) as well as to the amount of donation. The
variable purpose of donation increased the
probability of being in the zero-donation group
but it was also related to the amount of the do-
nation. The probability for being in the zero-
donation group was significantly higher for the
“growth” condition. The amount of donation
was significantly higher in the “deficit” condi-
tion for every model tested. This again con-
firms our first hypothesis. However, excess ze-
ros were not related to SHS, PWB, and their
subscales. On the contrary, happiness and psy-
chological well-being were related to the amount
of donation. Higher levels of SHS, but lower
levels of PWB, were related to higher donation.
Also, interactions for the count model were sta-
tistically significant and they are presented in
Figures 2–3.

Table 1 Logistic regression coefficients. Willing to donate regressed on happiness and psychological well-
being after controlling for an experimental condition. 
Model B SE OR 95 % CI 

 
Wald 

Statistic 
p χ2 df p 

Model 1 – Happiness 
(SHS) 

      7.29 3 .063 

SHS  0.21 0.32 1.24 [0.67, 2.30] 0.46 .498    
Condition -1.10 0.45 0.33 [0.14, 0.81] 5.93 .015    
SHS x Condition  0.00 0.44 1.00 [0.43, 2.36] 0.00 .996    
          
Model 2 – Psychological 
well-being (PWB) 

      7.09 3 .069 

PWB  0.70 0.89 2.02 [0.35, 11.52] 0.62 .431    
Condition -1.12 0.45 0.33 [0.14, 0.80] 6.06 .014    
PWB x Condition -1.05 1.27 0.35 [0.03, 4.24] 0.68 .410    
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Figure 2 Interaction effect of SHS and ex-
perimental condition on money donation.

Figure 3 Interaction effect of PWB and ex-
perimental condition on money donation.
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Table 2 Zero-Inflated Poisson regression coefficients with interaction terms. The frequency of donation 
regressed on happiness (SHS) and psychological well-being (PWB) after controlling for an experimental 
condition 

 Count Model 
 Coefficients 

Zero-Inflation 
 Model Coefficients 

 
AIC Log- 

likelihood Model Estimate SE z p Estimate SE z p 
Model 1 –  
SHS 

          

Block 1         11050.45 -5519.23 
    SHS   0.02* 0.01 2.17 .030 -0.22 0.22 -0.98 .325   
   Condition -0.05** 0.02 -3.11 .002 1.10* 0.45 2.44 .015   

Block 2         10984.51 -5484.26a  
    SHS   0.06*** 0.01 6.61 < .001 -0.21 0.32 -0.68 .497   
   Condition   0.58*** 0.08 7.63 < .001 1.12 2.18 0.51 .608   

    SHS x      
    Condition -0.13*** 0.02 -8.34 

< .001 
0.00 0.44 -0.01 .996 

  

Model 2 – 
PWB    

 
    

  

    Block 1         10593.26 -5290.63 
    PWB -0.40*** 0.02 -21.75 < .001 -0.19 0.63 -0.30 .765   
   Condition -0.08*** 0.02 -5.40 < .001 1.11* 0.45 2.45 .014   

Block 2         10187.18 -5085.59a 
    PWB -0.64*** 0.02 -30.01 < .001 -0.70 0.89 -0.79 .431   
   Condition -3.13*** 0.15 -20.73 < .001 -3.04 5.03 -0.60 .546   

    PWB x      
   Condition   0.78*** 0.04 20.39 

< .001 
1.05 1.27 0.83 .410 

  

Note. a – based on LTR there was a significant improvement in a model by addition of interaction term 
(compared to the 0.05 critical-value from the Chi-square distribution with 2 df, which is 5.99). 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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A closer examination of the interaction effect
for SHS and Condition showed that at low lev-
els of SHS higher donations were made in the
“growth” condition (Estimate = 0.48, SE = 0.06,
p < .001), but at medium levels of SHS that higher
donations were typical in the “deficits” condi-
tion (Estimate = -0.17, SE = 0.16, p < .001). There
was no such difference for high levels of SHS
regarding the type of condition (Estimate =
-0.03, SE = 0.42, p = .458). Overall, higher SHS
was related to higher donations in the “defi-
cits” condition (Estimate = 0.06, SE = 0.01, p <
.001) and lower donations in the “growth” con-
dition (Estimate = -0.07, SE = 0.01, p < .001).

In relation to psychological well-being, at low
levels of PWB, donations were higher in the
“deficits” condition (Estimate = -0.74, SE = 0.03,
p < .001), while at medium (Estimate = 0.11, SE =
0.02, p < .001) and high levels (Estimate = 0.26,
SE = 0.04, p < .001) of PWB donations were
higher in the “growth” condition. In general,
the increase in PWB was related to smaller do-
nations in the “deficits” condition (Estimate =
-0.64, SE = 0.02, p < .001), and higher donations
in the “growth” condition (Estimate = 0.14,
SE = 0.03, p < .001).

Discussion

The aim of our study was to investigate
whether focus on deficits vs. growth and the
level of happiness predict prosocial behavior.
We hypothesized that the purpose of the char-
ity action would affect the willingness to help,
with a generally bigger propensity to support
children who struggle with learning rather than
those who are particularly gifted and need sup-
port in the development of their talents. We also
expected that this difference would be dimin-
ished with an increase in happiness level, since
happiness promotes prosocial behavior.

Results confirmed that the purpose of the
donation was an important factor influencing
not only whether a person would help or not

but also the amount of help. Participants were
more likely to offer money for struggling chil-
dren than for gifted ones. Moreover, in general
they were willing to give more money to chil-
dren in “deficit” condition than to children in
“growth” condition. This result supports our
first hypothesis and the revised cost-reward
model of intervention (Piliavin et al., 1981), sug-
gesting that helping may be a result of a will-
ingness to diminish negative arousal elicited
by a confrontation with suffering. Participants
might have experienced discomfort while hear-
ing about children who struggle with learning,
but that discomfort could easily be reduced by
donating. In this situation, helping offered a
reward (a relief from distress) at a relatively small
cost. On the other hand, the growth condition
did not elicit an unpleasant state, so there was
no reward coming from experiencing relief.
These differences can also be explained with
reference to theories about different evaluative
standards for processing information related to
deprivation of needs and development of val-
ues (Jarymowicz & Imbir, 2014) and to the con-
cept of negative bias (Ito, Larsen, Smith, &
Cacioppo, 1998), which imply that information
about deficits is processed differently from in-
formation about growth, with the former evok-
ing an automatic emotional response and the
latter requiring deliberation and cognitive ac-
tivity in order to predict the future positive out-
comes of helping (such as enhancing the suc-
cess of a gifted individual).

Our second hypothesis stated that, with a
higher happiness level, differences in helping
in the deficit and growth conditions would be
diminished. Our prediction did not receive em-
pirical support regarding the frequency of help-
ing, as there was no relationship between hap-
piness and the frequency of acts of prosocial
behavior, irrespective of the condition of the
study. There are several possible explanations
for this result. Firstly, prosocial behavior may
be more likely to happen in a situation in which
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positive emotions are elicited, because the per-
son experiences arousal that facilitates positive
thoughts about others (Baron, 1987). This pro-
duces a tendency to approach, which leads to
acting in ways that promote resource building
(i.e., helping others). In fact, the design of the
previous studies involved experiencing a posi-
tive affect first and then giving participants the
opportunity to help (Isen & Levin, 1972). In our
study, we wanted to check whether similar ef-
fects would be obtained for the general level of
well-being, not only for the experimentally in-
duced state. Since the measures of happiness
and PWB refer to the global positive evalua-
tion of the subject’s life (or several aspects of
it), which is based on the frequency rather than
on the intensity of experienced emotions (Di-
ener, Sandvik, & Pavot, 2009), it is possible that
due to the lack of strong affect, the benefits of
a positive state described by the broaden-and-
build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) were less promi-
nent in the current study. Moreover, there is
evidence that the effect of ‘feel good, do good’
holds only when the requested help is not costly
to the helper (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006). Donat-
ing money from personal resources could have
been perceived by participants as a relatively
big cost. Therefore, to address this issue in fu-
ture studies, it would be beneficial to compare
the relationship of happiness with different
types of helping (including donating).

However, it is important to note that in the
group of participants who helped, both happi-
ness and psychological well-being were related
to the amount of donations, yet, for each con-
struct, different patterns of results were ob-
tained. Higher levels of subjective happiness
were associated with higher amounts of money
given in the deficit condition, but lower amounts
in the growth condition. In the case of psycho-
logical well-being, the effect was reversed:
higher levels of PWB were related to higher
donations in the growth condition but lower
donations in the deficit condition. Those re-

sults are contradictory to our assumptions.
Therefore, the interpretation of the results can
be only speculative in nature, because, without
measuring motivation and arousal, we are not
able to verify the mechanism underlying the
obtained effects. There are several ways of ex-
plaining these results, which we present below.

For participants with high levels of subjec-
tive happiness, no difference was observed re-
garding the type of manipulation; amounts of
money given were similar in both conditions.
This effect supports our expectations based on
the theory of Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) about
the benefits of happiness, which claims that at
high levels of this state the differences between
donating money in deficit and growth condi-
tions would be diminished. Higher levels of
subjective happiness were also related to a
greater amount of money donated in the deficit
condition. This result is consistent with find-
ings from studies on prosocial spending that
indicate a positive relationship between happi-
ness and donating money (Aknin et al., 2013;
Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2014). The question
remains why a positive relationship between
happiness and the amount of money donated
was observed only in the deficit condition, and
why higher donations were made at low levels
of happiness in the growth condition. Perhaps
these differences can be explained by the re-
vised cost–reward model of intervention
(Piliavin et al., 1981), in which a decision about
helping is a result of cost–reward calculations
that are affected by several situational and per-
sonal factors, which might involve a complex
interplay between happiness and the type of
donation. However, since in the present study
we did not investigate the participants’ motiva-
tion, such supposition remains a speculation,
and further research is required in order to verify
it.

Unlike the level of subjective happiness, lower
levels of psychological well-being were related
to bigger donations. Yet again, different pat-
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terns were obtained for the deficits condition
(negative relation between well-being and
amount of donation) and the growth condition
(positive relation between well-being and
amount of money donated). Apparently, those
two scales, both aimed at measuring well-being
but only moderately correlated, capture a
slightly different phenomenon. Whereas SHS
provides a global, subjective assessment of
whether one is a happy or an unhappy person
(Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), PWB measures
well-being as a multidimensional construct con-
sisting of autonomy, environmental mastery,
personal growth, positive relations with oth-
ers, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. Most
importantly, none of the components of PWB
refer to positive affect. They encompass posi-
tive qualities or attributes of a person rather
than pleasant experiences, which qualifies this
scale as an indicator of eudaimonic well-being,
focused on the realization of human potential,
based on personal dispositions and talents
(Ryff, 2017). Personal development, achieving
important goals and life purposes, are central
criteria for psychological well-being. People
high on PWB are described as having big po-
tential, talents, and other positive propensities
(Ryff, 2017). Hence, it is possible that they were
willing to offer more money in this condition
because they saw the benefits from such in-
vestment. Moreover, research shows that giv-
ing help to others who are similar is more prob-
able (Batson et al., 1997; Dovidio et al., 1997;
Karylowski, 1976; Sole, Marton, & Horstein,
1975). This can explain why, in the growth con-
dition, the more the participants experienced
psychological well-being the more money they
offered for gifted children; they most likely iden-
tified with the value of personal development.
On the contrary, in the deficit condition, with
the increase of the PWB, the amounts of money
given declined. Perhaps for the participants high
on psychological well-being, it was harder to
identify with the needs of struggling children

(contrary to participants low on PWB), and
hence they offered less money. In the future, it
would be advisable to verify this supposition
by asking participants about their motivation
for donating.

There are a number of limitations in the cur-
rent study that warrant mention. First of all, we
did not control for the level of positive affect. It
is possible that some participants had unpleas-
ant experiences just before entering the labora-
tory and despite a global positive evaluation of
life, their current affective state was negative
and that had an impact on helping. Hence, it
would be useful to add an assessment of posi-
tive and negative affect (and its intensity) just
before asking for a donation. Future studies
would also benefit from controlling the level of
empathic concern. That would allow for check-
ing as to how this variable affects the relation-
ship between happiness and prosocial behav-
ior. Finally, it would be beneficial to check for
the participant’s motivation regarding the do-
nation (or choosing not to donate). Since par-
ticipants’ interpretations of the given situation,
their values, or previous experiences might have
affected helping, having an insight into such
data could have shed some light on the appar-
ently complex relationship between happiness
and donating. Nevertheless, it is important to
note that our study was partially a field experi-
ment. This approach is considered important in
the arena of social psychology, as it examines a
real behavior (Grzyb, 2016). Since field experi-
ments aim to reflect the natural settings, it is
difficult to measure all intermediate variables.
Moreover, examining the same effect in a more
controlled settings may result in obtaining com-
pletely different results, because participants
might want to leave a good impression (Grzyb,
2016, 2017). The question remains: which data
would be better predictors of the actual behav-
ior of participants?

Despite these limitations, the results reported
in this paper lead to interesting conclusions
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regarding the determinants of prosocial behav-
ior. First, as predicted, it was easier to encour-
age somebody to offer money to charity when
the purpose of the action was dealing with defi-
cits rather than promoting growth. Contrary to
our expectations, well-being was not related to
the willingness to help either in the deficit or in
the growth condition. This result might be due
to the design of the study (measuring happi-
ness and PWB, not positive affect) or the ben-
eficiaries of the help (strangers, with whom there
was no direct interaction). Yet, both subjective
happiness and psychological well-being were
related to the amount of money donated, with
higher levels of subjective happiness but lower
levels of psychological well-being related to
higher donations. This effect, confirmed for the
two separate measures of happiness, implies
that the act of helping and the amount of money
donated are two diverse behaviors that capture
different aspects of helping. A better under-
standing of the differences between them and
factors underlying various aspects of prosocial
spending is needed and should be a goal for
future studies.
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Appendix

Scripts used in the study

Script used in the deficit condition:

According to Centre for Public Opinion Research every fifth child in Polish schools
struggles with learning. This month our foundation runs an action “Students and scien-
tists for helping children” at Warsaw universities. The action is intended to help primary
school children who have learning difficulties. The foundation wants to provide these
children with the possibility of additional tutoring, which will allow them to level up their
educational opportunities.

As a part of the campaign, there will be fundraising at Warsaw universities for schools
that cannot afford remuneration for teachers for conducting additional classes.

Please help the children with learning difficulties!

Script used in the growth condition:

According to Centre for Public Opinion Research every fifth child in Polish schools is
exceptionally gifted. This month our foundation runs an action “Students and scientists for
helping children” at Warsaw universities. The action is intended to help primary school
children who have outstanding learning achievements. The foundation wants to provide
these children with the possibility of additional tutoring, which will allow them to develop
their talents.

As a part of the campaign, there will be fundraising at Warsaw universities for schools
that cannot afford remuneration for teachers for conducting additional classes.

Please help exceptionally gifted children to develop their talents!


