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Motivation

Other-regarding behavior is widespread:

However:

    This paper: How are impact beliefs formed?

49% of Americans gave to charity in 2018, (Indiana University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy 2021)

30% spent time volunteering, (AmeriCorps 2021)

89% made an effort to live environmentally friendly in 2019. (Pew Research Center 2019)

·

·

·

focus is often on behaviors with little impact (Diekmann and Preisendörfer 2003)

impact beliefs are often biased (Ipsos 2021; Imai et al. 2022; Schulze Tilling 2023)

·

·
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How are impact beliefs formed?
This paper: an experiment on motivated cognition

Observation: High impact behaviors are typically more costly (Truelove and Gillis 2018)

Costs of behavior adoption could have two effects:

  1. Directly affect adoption levels

  2. Lead to motivated impact beliefs:
    - Under-estimation of impact of high cost behaviors

    - Over-estimation of impact of low cost behaviors

Ex post rationalization may strengthen such beliefs
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Experimental Design
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The Donation Task
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Experimental Design
The Donation Task

7/39



Experimental Design
The Donation Task
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Experimental Design
Incentives
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Experimental Design
Incentives
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Experimental Design
Incentives
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Experimental Design
Incentives
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Experimental Design
The Belief Task

Impact has to be estimated from a noisy signal using an attention task

(Bosch-Rosa, Gietl, and Heinemann 2021; Pace and Weele 2020)

Subjects always see prices before seeing a signal (Saccardo and Serra-Garcia 2023)

Impact varied independently from prices across rounds

→ impact cannot be inferred from prices

Incentives for accuracy: bonus if +/ 10 away from the true impact

·

·

·

·
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Experimental Design
The Signals

10 pill emojis in a matrix = 1 vitamin A dose financed

different randomly generated matrices across rounds
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Experimental Design
Decision Screen
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Treatments & Results
Beliefs



Treatments
3 x 2 design
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Do subjects have biased impact beliefs?
Treatment ExP_LoBonus
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Do subjects have biased impact beliefs?
Treatment ExP_LoBonus

ExPost

Order of
belief
elicitation

1) Signals

2) Donation Choice

3) Beliefs

Accuracy
bonus

Low ($2)
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Do subjects have biased impact beliefs?
Result 1:

Mean impact beliefs across treatments.
Lighter colors represent data from LoBonus, darker colors represent data from HiBonus.
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Do subjects have biased impact beliefs?
Result 1: Subjects over-estimate low impact and under-estimate high impact

Mean impact beliefs across treatments.
Lighter colors represent data from LoBonus, darker colors represent data from HiBonus.
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 1: higher incentives for accurate beliefs (LoBonus vs HiBonus)
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 1: No difference by accuracy bonus (LoBonus vs HiBonus)

Mean impact beliefs across treatments.
Lighter colors represent data from LoBonus, darker colors represent data from HiBonus.
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 2: exploitation of ex post rationalization? (ExP vs ExA)
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 2: exploitation of ex post rationalization? (ExP vs ExA)

ExPost ExAnte

Order of
belief
elicitation

1) Signals

2) Donation Choice

3) Beliefs

1) Signals

2) Beliefs

3) Donation Choice

Accuracy
bonus

Low ($2) and
High ($20)

Low ($2) and
High ($20)

30/39



Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 2: No evidence for ex post rationalization (ExP vs ExA)

Mean impact beliefs across treatments.
Lighter colors represent data from LoBonus, darker colors represent data from HiBonus.
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 3: removing donation choice (ExP vs NoC)
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 3: removing donation choice (ExP vs NoC)

ExPost NoChoice

Order of
belief
elicitation

1) Signals

2) Donation Choice

3) Beliefs

1) Signals

2) Beliefs

Accuracy
bonus

Low ($2) and
High ($20)

Low ($2) and
High ($20)
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Are beliefs motivatedly biased?
Test 3: no impact of donation choice (ExP vs NoC)

Mean impact beliefs across treatments.
Lighter colors represent data from LoBonus, darker colors represent data from HiBonus.
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Result 2: No evidence for motivated beliefs
Robustness Checks

Changing prices of donation?   ✘

Heterogeneous treatment effects by degree of altruism?   ✘

Consistency bias due to within subject design?   ✘

No within subject variation in beliefs?   ✘

No reaction to impact/prices at all?   ✘

·

·

·

·

·
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Discussion
What could explain the null result in motivated beliefs?

Donation task not perceived as ego-relevant

→ No demand for motivated beliefs

Difficult to convincingly form motivated belief (supply side)

e.g., signal structure not ambiguous enough

·

·
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Conclusion
How do people form beliefs about the impact of donations?

Subjects over-estimate low impact, and under-estimate high impact

Impact beliefs are robust to various changes in incentives

→ limited role for motivated beliefs

In the paper: analysis of donation behavior:

Simplifying aggregation of impact information before donating in ExAnte

increases likelihood that subjects maximize impact (Toma and Bell 2022)

→ Policy implication: impact information should be easily comparable

·

·

·
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Thank you!
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