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Abstract

Embedding charitable crowdfunding into social media is a new practice that encourages pro-
social behaviors. The rich social experience in charitable crowdfunding on social media
distinguishes this context from other conventional contexts like charity fundraising websites.
Specifically, this study incorporates social experience, empathy and personal impulsiveness
to investigate donation intention in this new context. By analyzing survey data collected in
China, this study finds that empathy mediates the effects of interaction with fundraiser and
perceived proximity with donatee on a user’s donation intention. Social influence on social
media platform is found to have positive influences on empathy and on donation intention.
This study also investigates how empathy’s influence on donation intention varies by

personal impulsiveness. It contributes to extant literature by highlighting the mediating role

of empathy and the moderating role of personal impulsiveness. It also provides practical
insights to encourage pro-social behaviors.

Keywords: Charitable crowdfunding on social media, donation intention, empathy, social
experience, personal impulsiveness
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Introduction

Crowdfunding is the information technology (IT)-enabled process that harnesses the power of a large
number of people for many relatively small contributions (Liu et al. 2018). An increasing number of
non-profit organizations and charities are raising money via crowdfunding, which is known as the
charitable crowdfunding. Charitable crowdfunding refers to the IT-enabled process that collects
donations and financial supports from the crowd where each person mainly makes small amount of
donation (Gerber and Hui 2013; Li et al. 2018). In 2015, charitable crowdfunding managed to collect
USD 2.85 billion donations all over the world (Liu et al. 2018).

Recently, there is an emerging trend for embedding the charitable crowdfunding into social media.
Different from conventional charitable crowdfunding where the call for donation are made to a large
number of single and independent individuals, charitable crowdfunding on social media leverages the
highly connected social network on social media platforms. This new practice of combining charitable
crowdfunding and social media is characterized with several novel features. First, each user on the
social media can serve not only as a donator but also as an endorser who can invite their friends on
social media to provide support together. Comparing to inviting friends to donate in the offline
context, such endorsement is salient and visible to everyone within and beyond the existing social
network of the endorser. Second, each user on the social media can observe who in his or her current
social network has donated to or endorsed the charity project. Third, each user on the social media can
interact with the fundraiser for charity project details through both comments and instant messaging
enabled by the social media platform (Liu et al. 2018).

The new practice of charitable crowdfunding on social media is becoming increasingly important.
Social media serves as a valuable platform for charities, non-profit organizations and individuals in
need to collect donations. According to the China Online Donations Report, charitable crowdfunding
on social media raised more than RMB 428 million (i.e. around USD 64 million) donations in 2014
(Song 2016). Charitable crowdfunding on social media allows non-profit organizations and individual
fundraisers to access a large scale of connected audiences promptly, to update charity project
information timely and to encourage donation easily. Moreover, social media users can have easy
access to a wide range of online charity projects, and the donation can be made easily with online
payment (Li et al. 2018). Through charitable crowdfunding on social media, social media platforms
are able to encourage and facilitate their users to help those in need. Therefore, understanding the
donation behavior in charitable crowdfunding on social media is of great importance for encouraging
pro-social behaviors and can benefit the society.

The novel features of charitable crowdfunding on social media cultivate the social experience of users,
which distinguishes this context from other contexts such as charity fundraising websites. Though
prior research has noticed the importance of social experience as the motivation in online donation,
there is a lack of systematic investigation in the role of social experience with different stakeholders
in the context (Choy and Schlagwein 2016). This study thus seeks to understand how a user’s social
experience with different stakeholders influences her or his donation intention in charitable
crowdfunding on social media. A user of charitable crowdfunding on social media may develop social
experience with three main stakeholders - the donatee, the fundraiser and other social media users.
Therefore, this study aims to investigate how social experience influences donation intention to
charitable crowdfunding projects on social media by examining the roles of perceived proximity with
donatee, interaction with fundraiser and social influence on social media.

Moreover, empathy has been identified as an important driver of charity donation in the offline
context (Cialdini et al. 1997; Lee et al. 2014). However, interaction and communication online can be
different from those offline, and the empathy may play different roles in the online context. Yet,
relatively limited attention has been paid to the role of empathy in online fundraising. Therefore, this
study also seeks to investigate how empathy can be influenced by social experience and substantially
contribute to donation intention in charitable crowdfunding on social media. In addition, individuals
with different traits may act differently when experiencing empathy. Personal impulsiveness, a
personal trait that is influential on online user behavior, is thus incorporated as a potential moderator
in this study (Bennett 2009).
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This study has several contributions. Theoretically, we investigate the donation behavior in an
unconventional application of social media — charitable crowdfunding on social media. Moreover, we
identify three dimensions of social experience in this new context (i.e. social influence on social
media platform, interaction with fundraiser and perceived proximity with donatee) and examine their
effects on donation intention. Furthermore, we extend the understanding on empathy by examining its
mediating role in online fundraising and how personal impulsiveness moderates the effect of empathy
on donation intention. Practically, our findings can be used to guide the non-profit organizations and
individual fundraisers to better form strategies to increase donations; meanwhile, the findings can also
help social media platforms to encourage pro-social behaviors.

This paper is organized as follows. The next section reviews relevant theory and literature. Section 3
develops the research model and hypotheses. Section 4 presents the data collection and analysis. After
that, section 5 discusses our findings. Finally, section 6 summarizes our conclusions, highlights our
contributions and discusses some potential directions of future research.

Theoretical Background
Empathy

Empathy is considered as having both affective and cognitive components. Cognitively, empathy has
been defined as the cognitive capacity of being aware of another person’s internal state (Bagozzi and
Moore 1994; Lee et al. 2014). Affectively, empathy has been considered as the sharing of perceived
emotions or feelings of other people (Damon 1996). In this study, empathy, as a psychological state,
refers to the extent to which an individual shares the feelings with a specific target in an online charity
project. It is generated from the apprehension of other people’s feelings or emotional states and
creates an affective state that is congruent with the perceived state of others (Lee et al. 2014).
Empathy has been found to be closely associated with thoughts and behaviors (Damon 1996). Prior
research has shown that empathy can create the desire to care for another and stimulate the
performance of pro-social behaviors in the offline context (Lee et al. 2014; Twenge et al. 2007). For
example, the study of Dovidio et al. (1990) has found that empathy can lead to altruistic motivation to
help. The study of Coke et al. (1978) has also shown that empathy mediates the relationship between
arousal manipulation and helping decisions. More recently, empathy has been investigated in the
context of online fundraising (Liu et al. 2018); however, limited research has investigated how
empathy can be affected by different social experience and lead to donation intention online.

Personal Impulsiveness

Personal impulsiveness refers to the personality trait that one tends to behave unreflectively and
spontaneously (Rook and Fisher 1995). An impulsive person is likely to experience emerging urge to
make on-spot decision and to act on such feeling without fully evaluating the consequence of the
action (Parboteeah et al. 2009; Rook and Fisher 1995; Wells et al. 2011). She or he has the inclination
to get the gratification through acting immediately. Personal impulsiveness has been frequently
investigated as the core explanatory variable of impulsive purchase in shopping context (Bennett 2009;
Elizabeth Ferrell and Beatty 1998). It has also been considered as a key criterion for customer
segmentation for discriminatory pricing strategy (Bennett 2009; Elizabeth Ferrell and Beatty 1998).
Recently, researchers have started to use personal impulsiveness to explain pro-social behavior such
as online donation (Bennett 2009). Although the influences of personal impulsiveness in online and
offline contexts have drawn increasing attention, most of extant studies have focused on its direct
effect on behavioral intention (Bennett 1990; Wells et al. 2011). It has been suggested that personal
impulsiveness and emotional state may interact to shape behavior (Koff and Lucas 2011). However,
the moderating effect of personal impulsiveness on the relationship between the emotional experience
and donation intention has received limited attention (Lee and Yi 2008).
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Hypotheses Development
Social Influence on Social Media Platform and Donation Intention

Social influence refers to one’s social experience of the influence from important others such as close
friends(Venkatesh et al. 2012). Social influence consists of three processes, namely compliance,
internalization and identification (Cheung et al. 2011). In the compliance process, one thinks that
others expect her or him to conduct certain behaviors which are associated with rewards. In the
internalization process, one accepts and follows common self-guides to achieve certain goals that are
shared with others. In the identification process, one accepts influence so that she or he can create or
maintain satisfying relationships with others.

Social influence can shape an individual’s attitudes and actions because of the compliance process. It
may affect the degree to which an individual considers others to approve her or his behavior (Hsu and
Lin 2008). Considering that donating is a pro-social behavior and will benefit others and the society,
the public may think highly of someone who donate. Therefore, a user may think that others expect
her or him to donate and such donating behavior may bring him compliments and good reputation
(Twenge et al. 2007). The donation behavior is more visible to the social networks on social media
than that in offline world. When people see a person donate to charitable crowdfunding projects on
social media, they tend to have positive impressions towards the donator, favor and respect the
donator, and leave positive comments or ‘like’ the donation record. These are all the potential rewards
that the donator may receive. Therefore, in the context of charitable crowdfunding on social media,
when a user perceives that other users want her or him to donate to charity projects and that the
donation behavior will bring in recognition and compliments, the user is more likely to donate.
Therefore, we propose that:

Hla: Social influence on social media platform is positively associated with donation intention to
charitable crowdfunding projects on social media.

Social Influence on Social Media Platform and Empathy

Social influence can change one’s attitudes and affective responses. A user in social media may
accept social influence so that he can create or keep a satisfying relationship with other members in
the social media (Cheung et al. 2011). Such identification process may strengthen the bonding
between the user and the social media community. In this case, the user’s perception may be affected
by the community. She or he may share the feelings of other members on the social media, including
the affective response to the charity project donatee. When the user feels that others expect her or him
to show compassion, she or he is inclined to empathize towards the charity project donatee. In
addition, prior research has also suggested that social influence can have impact on moral
development and that empathy is one expression of morality (Damon 1996). Therefore, we propose
that social influence from other users on social media may lead to empathy:

H1b: Social influence on social media platform is positively associated with empathy.
Interaction with Fundraiser and Donation Intention

According to Wan et al (2017), interaction on digital platforms incorporates three aspects, namely
interactivity, engagement and information sharing. Interactivity represents how interactive users can
be with each other on the platform (Nambisan and Baron 2009; Ou et al. 2014). Engagement refers to
users’ participation in online group activities (Islam and Rahman, 2017). Information sharing can be
defined as the exchange of opinions and personal experience with others on social media platforms
(Kuo et al. 2009). In our study, interaction with fundraiser refers to the user’s perceived social
interaction experience with the fundraiser of a charitable crowdfunding project on social media. The
fundraiser, unnecessary to be the donatee, is the one who initiates the project and speaks on behalf of
the donatee. The fundraiser posts relevant information of the charitable crowdfunding project on
social media, explains the details to the users who may concern, and updates the project situation.
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The interactivity, engagement and information sharing enabled by social media platforms can make
people feel socially connected, which may further lead to the establishment of attachment between
interacting parties. It has been stated that when the frequency of interaction increases, the probability
of certain behavior such as purchase will rise accordingly (Fiedler and Sarstedt 2014). In the context
of charitable crowdfunding on social media, users’ experience of interaction with the fundraiser may
shape their subsequent actions. Through the interaction with the fundraiser, the user can have a better
understanding of the charity project and feel attached. In that case, she or he is more willing to
provide financial support. Thus, it can be proposed that interaction with the fundraiser is positively
associated with users’ donation intention.

H2a: Interaction with fundraiser is positively associated with donation intention to charitable
crowdfunding projects on social media.

Interaction with Fundraiser and Empathy

Active interaction allows users to get a deep understanding on others’ opinions and feelings. It has
been investigated that people are likely to establish emotional bond with others in an interactive
online community (Yuging et al. 2012). In online environment, interaction can be the foundation of
comprehending another person’s emotion. Through appropriate interaction, it is possible for an online
user to share feelings with others. In the context of charitable crowdfunding on social media, users are
likely to get familiar with the situation of the donatee via active interaction with the fundraiser. In that
case, it can be possible for them to have empathetic emotion towards the donatee. Hence, it is
expected that users’ experience of interaction with the fundraiser is likely to evoke their empathy. We
hypothesize that:

H2b: Interaction with fundraiser is positively associated with empathy.
Perceived Proximity with Donatee and Donation Intention

Perceived proximity is a dyadic and asymmetric construct which refers to one person’s feeling of how
close another person is (Wilson et al. 2008). Different from physical proximity which is objectively
measurable (e.g., geography distance measured in miles), perceived proximity describes one’s
subjective experience (O’Leary et al. 2014). Developed in social contexts, perceived proximity
reflects one’s perceptions and attitudes about how close her or his relationship is with specific others,
regardless of the physical distance. Perceived proximity consists of cognitive and affective
components (Wilson et al. 2008). The cognitive component refers to one’s mental assessment of how
far another one seems. The affective component reflects that instead of a purely rational assessment,
one’s sense of perceived proximity is subject to emotions. Prior research has shown that perceived
proximity can positively affect relationship quality (O’Leary et al. 2014).

In the online environment, the proximity one feels towards others reduces the sense of uncertainty,
lowers self-defensive mechanism and provides feelings of genuineness (Edwards et al. 2009). In the
context of social media, it has been found that people who perceive a sense of closeness are more
inclined to have altruistic behaviors towards the target (Lee et al. 2018). In terms of the charitable
crowdfunding project on social media, perceived proximity with donatee refers to a user’s subjective
experience of how close the donatee is. When users feel the donatee is close, they tend to perceive the
charity project to be more influential and trustworthy (Hernéndez-Ortega 2018). In that case, they are
more likely to perform supportive behaviors towards the charity project such as donating. Therefore,
it is expected that the perceived proximity with the donatee of the charitable crowdfunding project on
social media may induce donation intention. It is proposed that:

H3a: Perceived proximity with donatee is positively associated with donation intention to charitable
crowdfunding projects on social media.

Perceived Proximity with Donatee and Empathy

The perceived proximity can reduce discriminatory views and generate strong emotional responses
(Lee et al. 2018). Prior literature has suggested that reducing the distance one feels towards others can
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lead to the enhancement of caring and pro-social behaviors (Small and Simonsohn 2007). In the
context of charitable crowdfunding on social media, when people feel close to the donatee, they are
more likely to relate themselves to the donatee and imagine how the donatee feels. It enhances their
understanding of the donatee’s sufferings or misfortune and leads to the feelings of compassion and
concern. Therefore, it is expected that perceived proximity may lead to the tendency to empathize. It
is proposed that:

H3b: Perceived proximity with donatee is positively associated with empathy.
Empathy and Donation Intention

In the context of charitable giving, empathy usually represents how compassionate a person feels on
others (Lee et al. 2014). It has been argued that people with empathic feeling are inclined to provide
aids towards the targets in need. This is because they aim to reduce the distress of others and
providing help may give them emotional gain. Therefore, empathy is considered as an essential
motivator of people’s moral deeds and pro-social behaviors (Eisenberg and Miller 1987). Extant
studies have already tested the role of empathy in offline charitable giving, and recently increasing
attention has been paid to the influences of empathy in the online context (Lee et al. 2014). With texts,
pictures and videos enabled by the social media platform, users may share solid feelings and emotions
with others. In the context of charitable crowdfunding on social media, when users have shared
feelings with the donatee, they have the tendency to reduce the distress of the donate. Thus, they are
likely to give financial support which generates emotional gain. It is thus expected that empathy will
lead to donation to charitable crowdfunding projects on social media. We hypothesize that:

H4: Empathy is positively associated with donation intention to charitable crowdfunding projects on
social media.

Moderating Role of Personal Impulsiveness

Impulsive people usually behave unreflectively and spontaneously (Rook and Fisher 1995). They are
more sensitive and responsive to external stimuli. Therefore, they are more likely to take actions when
being stimulated. For example in shopping context, when exposed to stimuli such as sales campaigns,
impulsive people tend to be more open to unexpected purchase (Wells et al. 2011). In charity context,
it is found that one’s impulsiveness increases the tendency to donate in charity websites (Bennett
2009). Similarly, in the context of charitable crowdfunding on social media, people with high level of
personal impulsiveness are also more likely to be responsive and take actions when being stimulated
than those with low level of personal impulsiveness. Empathy is an emotion triggered by external
stimuli (Liu et al. 2018). When experiencing empathy, impulsive users are more likely to be
stimulated to provide financial support so as to get immediate gratification. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H5: The association between empathy and donation intention to charitable crowdfunding projects on
social media can be strengthened by personal impulsiveness.

Methodology

Measurement Development and Data Collection

To test the hypotheses, data was collected using questionnaire survey. Measures of all constructs in
this study were adapted from validated instruments and modified to fit the current research context.
Specifically, items for social influence were adapted from Venkatesh et al (2012); items for perceived
proximity were adapted from O’Leary et al. (2014); items for empathy were adapted from Batson and
et al. (1983); items for personal impulsiveness were adapted from Bennett (2009); and items for
interaction and donation intention were adapted from Wan et al. (2017). All constructs were measured
using multi-item perceptual scales and were measured on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree; 7 = strongly agree). As the study was conducted in China and all the respondents were
Chinese, we followed the back-translation method: the questionnaire was first translated into Chinese
by a researcher, and then the Chinese questionnaire was translated back to English by different
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researchers. The two English versions were compared to ensure that the degree of correspondence was
high. Eight experienced social media users were invited to check the questionnaire for the clarity in
wording and format.

The data used for analysis was collected from Sina Weibo users. A survey company was hired to
distribute the survey. Sina Weibo was selected because it is one of the most popular social media
platforms in China with a charitable crowdfunding platform incorporated into its microblogging
service, called Sina Micro-Philanthropy (He 2012). Through the charity platform embedded, Sina
Weibo users can initiate charity projects and donate to the charity projects they want to support. The
novel application of social media turns out to be quite successful (Song 2016).

At the beginning of the questionnaire, we deployed a screening question about whether respondents
had knowledge of Sina Micro-Philanthropy. Respondents who answered ‘no’ would be led to the end
of the questionnaire. In total 389 responses were received, and 211 respondents of them had
knowledge of Sina Micro-Philanthropy. After excluding invalid ones, we obtained 206 valid
responses at the end. Among the 206 respondents, 71.84% were females and 28.16% were males. In
terms of the age, 28.64% were between 18 and 25, 27.67% were between 26 and 30, 29.61% were
between 31 and 35, 11.17% were between 36 and 40, and 2.91% were above 40 years old. With
regards to education, 4.85% were high school or below, 85.44% had bachelor’s degree, and 9.71%
had Master’s degree or higher. The sample was consistent with the composition of users of Sina
Micro-Philanthropy who were dominantly female, young and well-educated (Sohu 2018).

Assessment of Measurement Model

To validate the measurement model, reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity were
assessed. The loadings of all the items exceeded the required 0.70 (Hair et al. 2016). Reliability of the
measurement model was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha and composite reliability (CR). As shown in
Table 1, the Cronbach’s Alphas and the CR values were all above 0.70, thus indicating a good
reliability (Hair et al. 2016). The average variance extracted (AVE) values were all above the
acceptable threshold 0.5, exhibiting a good convergent validity (Table 1). As shown in Table 2, the
square roots of the AVEs for all constructs were greater than their correlations with other constructs.
Thus, the Fornell-Larcker criterion was met, supporting the discriminant validity of the measurement
model.

As this study involved self-reported responses collected from a single setting, procedural and
statistical remedies were employed to address common method variance, a potential threat to internal
validity (Podsakoff et al. 2003). In the questionnaire design, the order of items was counter-balanced,
some items were reverse-scored, and the demographic items were located at the end of the
questionnaire. It could reduce acquiescence and avoid transient moods like boredom and fatigue
(Lindell and Whitney 2001). Statistically, Harman’s single-factor test was applied, and the results
showed that the number of emerged factors from unrotated solution was more than one and the most
significant factor accounted for less than 50% of the variance. Hence, common method variance was
not a concern in this study.

Table 1. Cronbach’s Alpha, Corporate Reliability and Average Variance Extracted

Cronbach’s Alpha CR AVE
Social Influence (SI) 0.796 0.880 0.711
Interaction (INT) 0.804 0.885 0.719
Perceived Proximity (PP) 0.845 0.894 0.679
Empathy (EM) 0.708 0.837 0.631
Personal Impulsiveness (PI) 0.765 0.856 0.665
Donation Intention (DI) 0.764 0.849 0.584
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Table 2. Fornell-Larcker Criterion

Sl INT PP EM Pl DI
Sl 0.843
INT 0.323 0.848
PP 0.309 0.398 0.824
EM 0.354 0.352 0.423 0.795
Pl -0.322 -0.089 -0.164 -0.060 0.815
DI 0.477 0.292 0.313 0.345 -0.286 0.764

Assessment of Structural Model

SmartPLS 3.0 were used to test the hypothesized relationships. Two PLS models were used to test
whether mediation was occurring. The first one contained only direct paths and the second contained
both direct and mediated paths. The results are demonstrated in Table 3. According to the results of
Model 1, the relationships between social influence and donation intention (p<0.001), between
interaction and donation intention (p<0.05), and between perceived proximity and donation intention
(p<0.05) were all significant in the absence of the mediator empathy. Thus, Hla, H2a and H3a were
supported. According to the results of Model 2, when empathy was included, the direct effect of social
influence was still significant (p<0.001) while the direct effects of interaction and perceived proximity
became insignificant. In addition, the path coefficients of social influence (p<0.001), interaction
(p<0.01), and perceived proximity (p<0.001) on empathy were all significant, corroborating H1b, H2b
and H3b. The result further revealed that the relationship between empathy and donation intention
was positive and significant (p<0.05), supporting H4. Moreover, the moderating effect of personal
impulsiveness on the relationship between empathy and donation intention was also positive and
significant (p<0.05). Thus, H5 was supported. Figure 1 and Figure 2 provide the hypothesis testing
results.

The results of mediation tests are presented in Table 4. Sobel tests of the indirect effects of social
influence, interaction and perceived proximity on donation intention via empathy were conducted.
According to the results of Sobel tests, the indirect effect of social influence and the indirect effect of
interaction were significant at 0.1 level, and the indirect effect of perceived proximity was significant
at 0.05 level. To assess the magnitude of the indirect effects, we also calculated the variance
accounted for (VAF) (Armstrong et al. 2015). Based on the results, 33.5% of the total effect of
interaction and 30.3% of the total effect of perceived proximity on donation intention were explained
by the mediator empathy. In addition, 8.5% of the total effect of social influence was explained via
empathy. According to Hair et al. (2014), VAF between 20% and 80% could be characterized as
partial mediation, while VAF less than 20% indicated that no mediation occurred. Therefore, empathy
was found to partially mediate the relationship between interaction and donation intention. It also
partially mediated the relationship between perceived proximity and donation intention. However, it
was not a mediator between social influence and donation intention.

To better explain the moderating effects of personal impulsiveness, the interaction of personal
impulsiveness and empathy on donation intention was plotted. Figure 2 revealed that for people who
were more impulsive, donation intention increased more rapidly when empathy increased. It indicated
that when impulsive people experienced the feeling of empathy, they were more likely to donate.
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Analysis Results)

Model 1: Excluding Empathy Model 2: Full Model

H1la: SI -> DI 0.355*** 0.359***

Hib: SI -> EM 0.210***

H2a: INT -> DI 0.113* 0.053™

H2b: INT -> EM 0.168**

H3a: PP-> DI 0.144* 0.107"™

H3b: PP -> EM 0.292***

H4: EM -> DI 0.159*

H5: EM*PI -> DI 0.159*

Note: ***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05, ns: not significant.

Table 4. Mediation Tests

Mediating Variables Path Standard p-value for Sobel's VAF
effect Coefficient Error test for mediation

SI-EM-DI SI-EM 0.210*** 0.058 0.057 8.5%
EM-DI 0.159* 0.071
SI-DI 0.359*** 0.057

INT-EM-DI | INT-EM 0.168** 0.064 0.088 33.5%
EM-DI 0.159* 0.071
INT-DI 0.053™ 0.06

PP-EM-DI PP-EM 0.292*** 0.063 0.044 30.3%
EM-DI 0.159* 0.071
PP-DI 0.107™ 0.075

Note: ***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05, ns: not significant.

Social Influence
R?=29%

Interaction

Donation Intention

Perceived Proximity

Note: ***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05, ns: not significant.

Figure 1. Hypothesis Testing Results (Model 1)

Twenty-Third Pacific Asia Conference on Information Systems, China 2019



How Social Experience Encourages Donation Intention

0.359%**

Personal Impulsiveness

Social Influence

R3=25.7% 0.159* R=31.7%

h 4
0.159*

h

Interaction Empathy Donation Intention

Perceived Proximity

1

Note: ***p<0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05, ns: not significant. The dashed line represents
nonsignificant path.

Figure 2. Hypothesis Testing Results (Model 2)
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Discussion

This study attempts to understand what drives people’s behavioral intentions to donate to charitable
crowdfunding projects on social media platforms. The empirical results reveal several interesting
findings. First, it is found that the three dimensions of people’s social experience on the social media
platform (i.e., social influence on social media platform, interaction with fundraiser and perceived
proximity with donatee) can positively affect their intention to donate. Specifically, in terms of social
influence, the result is in accordance with the findings of Li et al. (2018), stating that social influence
encourages people’s donation to charity projects. For interactivity, the result is consistent with prior
studies which assert that social interactions shapes people’s emotions donating intentions (Merchant
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et al. 2010). As to perceived proximity, the result also fits prior research which finds that perceived
proximity stimulates people’s participation in social media activities and accounts for altruistic
behaviors (Lee et al. 2018). The importance of social influence and perceived proximity also aligns
with the donator motivations identified by Choy and Schlagwein (2016). Specifically, social influence
reflects the social motivation aspect and perceived proximity denotes the individual motivation aspect.

Second, empathy is found a significant mediator between people’s social experience and their
behavioral intentions to donate. Specifically, the results reveal that interaction with fundraiser and
perceived proximity with donatee contribute to the intention to donate through the mediation of
empathy and the mediation effects have different strengths. The finding agrees with prior research
which suggests that empathy is a critical factor affecting people’s altruistic behavior (Cialdini et al.
1997, Eisenberg and Miller 1987).

Furthermore, this study takes the social media user’s personality trait of personal impulsiveness into
account because people with different traits may behave differently when faced with abundant
information on social media. It is found that personal impulsiveness positively moderates the
relationship between empathy and intention to donate. The result indicates that for more impulsive
people, the effects of empathy on donation intention are stronger. It is in line with the study of Koff
and Lucas (2011) suggesting that personal impulsiveness and emotional state can interplay with each
other and shape user behavior together.

Conclusion and Future Research

This study investigates donation intention in the context of charitable crowdfunding on social media.
It finds that empathy partially mediates the influences of interaction with fundraiser and perceived
proximity with donatee on donation intention respectively. Social influence on social media platform
is found to have positive effects on empathy and donation intention. Nevertheless, there is no
evidence showing that empathy mediates the effects of social influence on donation intention.
Moreover, it is confirmed that personal impulsiveness significantly moderates the relationship
between empathy and donation intention.

The contributions of this study can be fourfold. First, this study validates the effects of three
dimensions of social experience (i.e., social influence on social media platform, interaction with
fundraiser and perceived proximity with donatee) on donation intention. It highlights the salience of a
user’s social experience with three main stakeholders in the unconventional usage of charitable
crowdfunding on social media. Second, it contributes to empathy literature by examining the
mediating role of empathy in the online context. This study illustrates the mechanism where
interaction with fundraiser and perceived proximity with donatee lead to donation intention through
empathy. Moreover, this study further advances our understanding of empathy through investigating
how the effects of empathy on donation intention vary by personal impulsiveness. Finally, this study
explores user pro-social behavior in an unconventional application of social media — charitable
crowdfunding on social media — and provides insights into people’s donation intention.

Based on our findings, the following suggestions can be made to cultivate charitable crowdfunding
project on social media and to encourage donation. First, we recommend social media platforms to
incorporate users’ existing network when designing the functions of charitable crowdfunding
applications. For example, the platform can show a user how many people in her or his network have
provided financial support and/or commented on a charity project. This can facilitate the cultivation of
empathy and encourage online donation. Second, it is also suggested that social media platforms
should enable real-time interaction and allow different forms of information (e.g. video, pictures and
text descriptions) so that users can establish emotional bond with the donatee and/or fundraiser. Third,
with users’ permission, social media platforms may also consider sending short survey quiz to identify
the impulsiveness of the users. In doing so, information about charitable crowdsourcing can be
recommended to impulsive users in priority. This may help fundraisers find the appropriate target and
get support in time. In addition, we suggest that the non-profit organizations and individual
fundraisers should consider using charitable crowdfunding on social media and actively respond to
and interact with social media users.
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This study can be extended in the following ways. Although this study has confirmed the importance
of empathy in online donation, empathy is not the only motivator that influences donation intention.
Future research is suggested to look at the effects of other factors such as moral value and justice.
Second, this study tests the effects of social experience; however, the design features of the platform
and the charitable crowdfunding project campaign are not examined, which can be explored in future
research. Furthermore, the data in this study is collected in China. Future research can test the model
in other cultural contexts.
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