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THE STRATEGIES WE USE TO 
DECIDE (OR NOT DECIDE)
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Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Core 
Concepts

Advanced 
Concepts

Caution! 
Avoid This!

Beyond 
Current 
Decision 
Science 

What We’re Covering Today
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 



Core Concepts
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SCARCITY



• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Scarcity
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”
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Scarcity: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”



• Limited access to an unlimited
• Artificial scarcity
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Scarcity: Done Poorly
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”



• Limited access to a limited good
• Location uniqueness
• Control quantity
• Restrict time
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Scarcity: Done Well
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”



Worchel, S., Lee, J., & Adewole, A. (1975). 
Effects of supply and demand on ratings of 
object value. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 32(5), 906–
914. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.32.5.906
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Scarcity: Key Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.32.5.906
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Scarcity: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S RARE, YOU CARE”
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SOCIAL
PROOF
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Social Proof
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
FLOCK TOGETHER”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Social Proof: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
FLOCK TOGETHER”
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Social Proof: Done Poorly
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
FLOCK TOGETHER”

• Misidentification
“That’s not me!”
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Social Proof: Done well
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
FLOCK TOGETHER”

• First time donors
• Volume of testimonials & recommendations

• Major donors, legacy donors
• Specific recommendations and similar people

• Use role models to reinforce 
behavior: positive, aspirational
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Social Proof: Key Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“BIRDS OF A FEATHER 
FLOCK TOGETHER”

Bandura, A., & Menlove, F. L. (1968). Factors 
determining vicarious extinction of 
avoidance behavior through symbolic 
modeling. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 8(2, Pt.1), 99–
108. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0025260

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0025260
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Social Proof: Examples
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

www.globetrottingfundraiser.com

http://www.globetrottingfundraiser.com/
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PROSPECT 
THEORY AND 

LOSS 
AVERSION
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion: Done Poorly
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”

• Uncorrectable loss
• Helplessness or hopelessness
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion: Done Well
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”

• Package the pain
• Aggregate loss is less effective than separate 

smaller pains

• Segregate the success
• $10 given 12x feels more than $120 given at once

• Change the wins
• The first coke is better than the fourth but the 

first bag of chips after the first coke raises the 
value of the second coke

• Frame appeals as averting loss 
rather than obtaining gains 
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion: Key Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”

Kahneman, Daniel, and Amos Tversky. “Prospect 
Theory: An Analysis of Decision under 
Risk.” Econometrica, vol. 47, no. 2, 1979, pp. 263–
291. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1914185. 

Ruggeri K, et. al,. Replicating patterns of prospect 
theory for decision under risk. Nat Hum Behav. 2020 
Jun;4(6):622-633. doi: 10.1038/s41562-020-0886-x. 
Epub 2020 May 18. PMID: 32424259.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1914185.%20Accessed%209%20Mar.%202021
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Prospect Theory & Loss Aversion: Examples
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“LOSS IS BOSS AND PAIN 
MEANS GAIN”

Loss of an art exhibit

Lee B, Fraser I, Fillis I. 
Nudging Art Lovers to 
Donate. Nonprofit and 
Voluntary Sector Quarterly. 
2017;46(4):837-858. 
doi:10.1177/0899764017703
708

Coffee mugs for donations

Motivation crowding out in charitable 
giving
Matthew Chao
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences Jul 2017, 114 (28) 7301-7306; 
DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1616921114
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RECIPROCITY
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Reciprocity
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Reciprocity: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

Sociologist Phillip Kuntz mailed 
out 600 Christmas cards 
(handwritten & photo) to 
completely random people. 

200 replied…to a stranger

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0049089X7690003X

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0049089X7690003X
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Reciprocity: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

France, survey respondents given 
candy in advance had a 2.5x 
response rate

• Material reciprocity
• Emotional reciprocity
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Reciprocity: Done Poorly
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

• Giving after taking
• Making reciprocity perfunctory
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Reciprocity: Done Well
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

• Make the first move
• Soderlund, 2015

• Make it social 
• Sundarshan 2014

• Make it face-to-face
• Meier 2016

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0969698915300114
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311943727_Nudges_in_the_marketplace_The_response_of_household_electricity_consumption_to_information_and_monetary_incentives
https://cupola.gettysburg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1056&context=psyfac
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Reciprocity: Key Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”

• Jacob, Céline & Guéguen, Nicolas & 
Boulbry, Gaëlle, 2015. "Effect of an 
unexpected small favor on compliance 
with a survey request," Journal of Business 
Research, Elsevier, vol. 68(1), pages 56-59.

https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/jbrese/v68y2015i1p56-59.html
https://ideas.repec.org/s/eee/jbrese.html
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Reciprocity: Examples
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO CHANGE BEHAVIOR, 
START WITH A FAVOR”



Advanced Concepts



35

PRIMING AND 
FRAMING
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Framing & Priming
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S BEEN REHEARSED IT 
WILL COME OUT FIRST”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example

“WHAT YOU SAY 
DETERMINES HOW MUCH 

THEY WILL PAY”
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Priming: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S BEEN REHEARSED IT 
WILL COME OUT FIRST”

Scrambled words, directed 
actions
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Priming: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S BEEN REHEARSED IT 
WILL COME OUT FIRST”

• Conceptual
• Semantic
• Positive/Negative
• Kindness
• Colors
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Priming: Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“IF IT’S BEEN REHEARSED IT 
WILL COME OUT FIRST”

Bargh JA, Chen M, Burrows L. Automaticity of social behavior: 
direct effects of trait construct and stereotype-activation on 
action. J Pers Soc Psychol. 1996 Aug;71(2):230-44. doi: 
10.1037//0022-3514.71.2.230. PMID: 8765481.

Vega-Gómez, F.I.; Miranda-Gonzalez, F.J.; Pérez Mayo, J.; 
González-López, Ó.R.; Pascual-Nebreda, L. The Scent of Art. 
Perception, Evaluation, and Behaviour in a Museum in Response 
to Olfactory Marketing. Sustainability 2020, 12, 1384. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12041384

Nelson, Leif D., and Michael I. Norton. "From Student to 
Superhero: Situational Primes Shape Future Helping." Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology 41, no. 4 (July 2005): 423–430.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su12041384
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/download.aspx?name=nelson%20norton%20from%20student%20to%20superhero.pdf
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Priming: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Priming: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Framing: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Framing: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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ANCHORING
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Anchoring
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT YOU START WITH 
WILL DETERMINE WHAT 
THEY PART WITH”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Anchoring: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT YOU START WITH 
WILL DETERMINE WHAT 
THEY PART WITH”

Let’s do this live! 
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1 x 1 x 4 x 5 x 5 x 6 x 8 x 9 x 9 x 9 
=
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You have 10 seconds…

In the chat, enter your total



www.dmpa.org/donate
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9 x 9 x 9 x 8 x 6 x 5 x 5 x 4 x 1 x 1 
=



www.dmpa.org/donate
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3,499,200

1 x 1 x 4 x 5 x 5 x 6 x 8 x 9 x 9 x 9 
=

= 
9 x 9 x 9 x 8 x 6 x 5 x 5 x 4 x 1 x 1
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Anchoring: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT YOU START WITH 
WILL DETERMINE WHAT 
THEY PART WITH”

• Put your highest price first
• But don’t price too high

• Audience matters
• Anchoring works best when decisions are fast

and people are new to the decision
• See also Bergman et al 2010 and Alevy et al 2011

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165176509004327
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1824400
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Anchoring: Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT YOU START WITH 
WILL DETERMINE WHAT 
THEY PART WITH”

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). 
Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and 
biases. Science, 185 (4157), 1124–
1131. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.185.41
57.1124

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1126/science.185.4157.1124
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Anchoring: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Anchoring: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Anchoring: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Anchoring: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 



COMMITMENT
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Commitment
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“CAPTURE THEIR HEART 
WITH A SMALL START”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example



63

Commitment: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“CAPTURE THEIR HEART 
WITH A SMALL START”

Public energy usage
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Commitment: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“CAPTURE THEIR HEART 
WITH A SMALL START”

• Start small
• Use leading language
• Make it public
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Commitment: Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“CAPTURE THEIR HEART 
WITH A SMALL START”

Pollak et al (1980) Commitment and 
energy conversation, Applied Social 
Psychology Annual



66

Commitment: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 



NOSTALGIA
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Nostalgia Effect
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT’S OLD IS GOLD”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Nostalgia Effect: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT’S OLD IS GOLD”

Write about a nostalgic event, 
150% more money given
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Nostalgia Effect: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT’S OLD IS GOLD”

• What does nostalgia mean for 
your audience? 

• Digital nostalgia (Facebook)
• “Remember” language
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Nostalgia Effect: Research
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“WHAT’S OLD IS GOLD”

Lasaleta, J. D., Sedikides, C., & Vohs, K. D. 
(2014). Nostalgia weakens the desire for 
money. Journal of Consumer Research, 41(3), 
713–729. https://doi.org/10.1086/677227

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1086/677227
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Nostalgia Effect: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 



73

LIMITED 
CHOICE AND 

DEFAULTS



74

Limited Choice & Defaults
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“DONORS REJOICE IN 
LIMITED CHOICE”

• Scientific Study
• How it’s done poorly
• How it can be done well
• Further Research
• Nonprofit example
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Limited Choice & Defaults: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“DONORS REJOICE IN 
LIMITED CHOICE”

This is my jam!

24 jams vs 6 jams

10x more likely to buy

Organ donation opt-in vs out

2x donations
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Limited Choice & Defaults: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“DONORS REJOICE IN 
LIMITED CHOICE”

• Reduce choice difficulty
• Eliminate options that aren’t
immediately critical
• Adapt to donor expertise

•Website vs face-to-face proposal
• Don’t ask if they want fries with 
that! 
• Use trust wisely; the more extreme 
the default the more it will trigger 
weighting and reducing trust
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Limited Choice & Defaults: How To Do It
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“DONORS REJOICE IN 
LIMITED CHOICE”

Johnson E.J. Goldstein D (2003) Medicine: Do 
Defaults Save Lives? Science

Chernev, A., Böckenholt, U., & Goodman, J. 
(2015). Choice overload: A conceptual review 
and meta-analysis. Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 25(2), 333–
358. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2014.08.002

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.jcps.2014.08.002
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Limited Choice: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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Limited Choice & Defaults: Example
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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82



CAUTION!
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CAUTION: Reactance
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO BE A 
SUPERSTAR, DON’T 

GO TOO FAR”

• Scientific Study
• How to avoid it
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CAUTION: Reactance: Scientific Study
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO BE A 
SUPERSTAR, DON’T 

GO TOO FAR”

Clothing ad
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CAUTION: Reactance: How to Avoid
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO BE A 
SUPERSTAR, DON’T 

GO TOO FAR”

• Don’t misuse behavioral 
principles (urgency & defaults)
• Make sure the donor remains in 
control 
• Give people time to react to
change
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CAUTION: Reactance: How to Avoid
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

“TO BE A 
SUPERSTAR, DON’T 

GO TOO FAR”

Zemack-Ruger, Moore, and Fitzsimons (2017) 
Just do it! Why committed consumers react 
negatively to assertive ads. Journal of 
Consumer Psychology.



Beyond Current 
Decision Science
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Rhyme as reason
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

McGlone MS, Tofighbakhsh J. Birds of a 
feather flock conjointly (?): rhyme as 
reason in aphorisms. Psychol Sci. 2000 
Sep;11(5):424-8. doi: 10.1111/1467-
9280.00282. PMID: 11228916.BO

NU
S!



90Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

DEMOGRAPHIC/
PSYCHOGRAPHIC 

DATA

BEHAVIORAL
SCIENCE 

& 
NEURO-

MARKETING

DONOR 
PROVIDED

DATA

????



91Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

DEMOGRAPHIC/
PSYCHOGRAPHIC 

DATA

BEHAVIORAL
SCIENCE 

& 
NEURO-

MARKETING

DONOR 
PROVIDED

DATA

MIND 
GENOMICS



92Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

MIND 
GENOMICS

https://www.npr.org/transcripts/519265471

https://www.npr.org/transcripts/519265471
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• Current incompleteness
• Demographic example
• Behavioral science example
• Donor data examples
• Our antiquated tools
• A/B testing
• Donor surveys
• Focus groups
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Introduction to Mind Genomics
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 

https://jasoncollins.blog/bad-behavioural-science-failures-bias-and-fairy-tales/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5639921/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259533110_Precincts_and_prospects_in_the_use_of_focus_groups_in_social_and_behavioral_science_research


• How Mind Genomics Gives Us 
True Insights
• Conjoint analysis and rule 

developing experimentation
• Rapid concept testing
• Sandboxed environment for 

optimization
• Viewpoint identifier for 

calibrating donors' preferences
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Introduction to Mind Genomics
Get Inside Your Donor’s Mind! 
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QUESTIONS OR INTERESTED IN 
LEARNING MORE?

LET’S CONNECT!
187 MORE CONCEPTS COMING SOON…

Cherian Koshy
Twitter: Cherian_Koshy
Email me: hello@cheriankoshy.org


