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1 PREFACE

As will become readily apparent when flipping
through this volume, it isn’t arranged in the typical style of
1
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a book. Instead, this is an arrangement of lecture slides and
related discussion that cover the concepts from research
that I have been engaged in for the last several years. Why
structure a book this way rather than using the traditional
approach of having only text? There are a couple of
reasons.
The first reason is that this type of presentation gives
the reader the opportunity to engage with the material at
different levels and different speeds. For example, you
could certainly use this book without reading the
accompanying text by simply flipping through and reading
the presentation slides. Alternatively, you could flip
through the slides until you reach a section of particular
interest and read the related text. Of course, you could
always just read it like a traditional text, including all the
words. The reason I believe such flexibility is particularly
important is that this book is addressed largely to those
who are working in the field of planned giving. For the
most part, these are busy working professionals. When
time is scarce, it makes sense to provide an opportunity to
simply glance through material at a rapid pace, while at the
same time leaving room for more in-depth reading on each
topic.
The second reason for this approach is that I have far
more experience at communicating to a non-researcher
audience with the use of lectures and lecture material.
(Since I’ve been teaching college classes for 20+ years, this
is not a new approach.) And although the content in this
book may seem extraordinarily dry or disagreeable to you,
I can assure you that my typical writing, which is intended
for academic journals, is far more painful than what you
will see in this book. Thus, this approach helps me to stay
in a “communication” mode rather than a “technical”
writing mode. It is my hope that this nontraditional format
(essentially replicating the lecture format) will be helpful
both to those who have a deep interest in the topic and to
those who have limited time, but would like to get the gist
2
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of new research findings and frameworks.
An additional reason for this approach is my desire to
include many visual elements in the presentation. Due to
my work in neuroimaging research, I am able to witness
the dramatic impact of presenting images, rather than pure
text, on activation in the brain. If you want the brain to
“wake-up”, using images really helps. (Actually a
thumbscrew works even better, but that’s not really the
kind of experience I am intending here.) Naturally, one of
the central goals in presenting any kind of information is
to assist the reader in not going to sleep. Perhaps the
presentation of the images here will occasionally be able to
break up the material in such a way that encourages
continuing through the material. (Apologies also for
converting the images to grayscale. Unfortunately, the cost
of a full-color text on such a tiny print run as this is pretty
ridiculous.)
A final reason for this format is that I am occasionally
called on to deliver lectures regarding my research to a
practitioner audience. Such audiences typically include
fundraisers, planned giving officers, financial planners,
estate planning attorneys, or others. It is inevitably the case
that these opportunities for presentations are time-limited,
usually about 50 minutes. And while this period of time is
appropriate for the general audience, I often find that there
are a few who have particular interest in the topic and for
whom it would have been worthwhile to have had more
time in order to allow for a more expansive discussion of
topics. It is with this rare person in mind that I initially
developed the concept for this project. (I hesitate to even
refer to it as a book given its odd format.) For those who
have attended a brief summary lecture, this represents
what I might have presented if I had unlimited time and
you had unlimited patience. (The requirement for
unlimited patience to withstand the additional material
presented here also underlies my choice of structure which
makes skipping ahead fairly easy.) I hope that the structure
3
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is useful or entertaining for the reader.
As a last note of apology, those who, like me, have
been subjected to legal training will note that I am not
using the term “bequest” in its proper legal sense, but
instead in its generic colloquial sense. After struggling for
some number of years to retain the original distinctions for
the terms, I have finally relented, in part because I have
found that for international audiences the term “bequest”
is far more recognized than any other generic descriptive
terms, and that the precise legal terms provide an almost
impenetrable barrier to communication. Thus, throughout
this text please do not think of “bequest” in the narrow
sense of personal property left by means of a will
document (leading to the necessity to separately distinguish
legatees, devisees, and beneficiaries), but rather as a broad
term encompassing all forms of leaving a financial legacy.
This text represents an update on the ongoing
process of research and learning. My life experiences have
exposed me to a variety of different perspectives on the
topic of charitable bequest planning. After graduating from
the University of Missouri School of Law, I began working
as assistant director, and then director, of planned giving at
Central Christian College. Additionally, as part of my
working arrangement with the college, I also maintained a
private law practice, which was limited exclusively to estate
planning and advising nonprofit organizations. Over the
course of many years, this gave me the opportunity to see
the charitable bequest planning process from the
perspective of the nonprofit organization and from the
perspective of the donor. Additionally, it gave me
substantial experience in working with non-donors in their
estate planning process.
However, during these years as a practicing estate
planning attorney and director of planned giving, my
academic and research interests continued to grow. I
always taught an evening course each semester for the
college and after many years, decided that the college
4

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

professor career was my ultimate goal. In pursuit of this, I
completed my PhD studies at the University of Missouri,
graduating with a degree in Consumer Economics with a
dissertation on the topic of charitable giving.
My research career was postponed, however, when
the board of directors of Central Christian College
appointed me as president of the college. As with most
college presidencies, this position focused heavily on
fundraising. (This was perhaps more true given that I was
moving into the presidency from the development office.)
Over the next 5 ½ years, we finished two major capital
campaigns and started a third. We were able to build
several new buildings on campus (a library and residence
hall chief among them) all paid for with newly generated
cash. The college was twice named as the fastest growing
Christian college in the U.S. by Christianity Today magazine.
I relay all of this primarily to let you know that – if
you work in development – I have been there. This is a
volume about research findings and theoretical
approaches. But, it is intensely focused of the real world of
practical application. Many of the my research findings
discussed here have been published in peer-reviewed
academic journals. But, ultimately, my hope is to impact,
not just other researchers, but the working estate planner,
financial planner, fundraiser, or planned giving officer.
As I left the daily practice of fundraising and entered
a faculty position at a research university (the University of
Georgia), my day-to-day focus turned towards researching
charitable giving and charitable bequest planning. Those
years were spent mostly analyzing large secondary data sets
to better understand motivations behind charitable giving
and charitable bequest giving. Although that research and
those findings are not the focus of this book, the
knowledge gained through that process has been very
helpful in identifying several important research questions
explored here.
In pursuit of understanding the decision-making
5
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processes of charitable giving and charitable bequest giving
(and also in pursuit of surviving the tenure track), I
published many academic journal articles. Although my
research articles have appeared in academic journals in
psychology, sociology, and economics, the audience of
these technical journals is typically limited to other
researchers. I doubt that I would be too far off in
assuming that few readers of this text will have ever come
across any of these (nor would I necessarily recommend
doing so unless you enjoy the technical details of statistical
analysis).
The next thing that happened in my career changed
things substantially. I got tenure. Also, as part of an offer
to get me to change universities, I received substantial
research funding. So, having both tenure and initial
funding I decided… to go back to school. (And you would
have thought two doctorate degrees would have cured me
of the “stay in school” bug!) This new training was not for
the purpose of receiving additional degrees, but to learn
how to develop and analyze functional magnetic resonance
imaging experiments. My thought was that if we really
wanted a deep understanding of how bequest decisions
were made, then we would need to go beyond a “fill in the
box” survey, and actually reach deep into the neurological
underpinnings of the behavior.
Over the course of some years, including training at
Harvard, MIT, and the MIND institute in New Mexico, I
learned this new field. Also, I must give much recognition
to my colleague (and co-author on some findings discussed
later) Dr. Michael O’Boyle, an experienced neuroimaging
researcher and founding director of the Texas Tech
Neuroimaging Institute, for his years of patient
explanation. As it turned out, the field of neuroimaging
analysis was not so far removed from the statistical analysis
I had practiced for years analyzing large longitudinal
datasets. There are some differences (convolution with the
hemodynamic response function, three-dimensionally
6
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related data, and a massively larger set of data), but the
fundamental statistical process of detecting changes over
time was quite similar. Now, after publishing several
academic journal articles using functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI), and even teaching a graduate
course in the design and analysis of fMRI experiments, I
wanted to translate these results into practical terms for
those who are not full-time researchers. A few months
before starting this writing project I also learned of my
promotion to full professor. Having run out of career
ladder to climb, it seemed appropriate to peek my head out
of the obscurity of academia, and share what I think we
have learned so far, and how this might cause us to rethink
how we encourage generosity in others.
This text presents findings from a variety of different
studies, many of them mine and some of them from other
researchers. All of them relate to understanding the
mental, emotional and cognitive processes involved in
bequest planning, in particular focusing on charitable
bequest planning. This volume, however, is not a finish
line, but merely a brief pause to report progress so far. We
do not have final answers to many of the important
questions in this area. In fact, I expect that I will never
publish a “finished product” that answers all questions in
this area. In this sense, I hope never to reach the status of
being an “expert,” but always maintain my status as a
“learner” in this field. As long as there is funding and
interest, I believe we will continue to learn and refine our
understanding of what takes place in these decisionmaking processes. This text is simply a presentation of
where we are at this point in time. I think it is valuable to
take a moment to summarize the progress so far, because I
believe that what we have learned so far, can substantially
add to the tradition of simply sharing personal experiences
and “war stories.”

7

2 INTRODUCTION

As we begin this exploration of some of the latest
research findings in this field, I think it’s worthwhile to
deal with one of the initial questions or objections to
taking such an in-depth look at this topic. Most
presentations in this field focus on a list of tips and
techniques on how to accomplish different goals. There is
certainly great value in learning what is being done by
8
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different people at different places. However, I think it is
particularly important in this field to gain a greater
understanding of the underlying dynamics of how
decisions are made.
Aside from the normal justifications used for a
research-based methodology, I think it is particularly
important in this area of charitable giving to have a
research-based understanding of the processes. In other
areas of fundraising or charitable giving, it is relatively easy
to measure which approaches work and which approaches
don’t work. I can readily send out two different mailings to
similar audiences and quickly measure the financial
effectiveness of one mailing compared to the other. The
world of current giving and fundraising provides an
excellent environment in which we can conduct
experiments naturally. Such experiments are relatively easy
to add to the regular fundraising process.
In some ways this can make theory less relevant for
other kinds of fundraising. Knowing the mechanisms of
why different approaches work may not be as critical, so
long as we can continue to experiment and test to ensure
that what we are doing continues to work well. This is not
to say that a research-based approach in fundraising in
other areas is not helpful. Indeed, I’ve spent many years
researching current giving as well and I believe that such
research can be helpful. But, this is simply to point out that
we can accomplish a lot in traditional “current giving”
fundraising simply by experimenting and seeing the actual
dollars raised as a result of those different experiments.
This happy circumstance is unfortunately not the case
in the area of charitable bequest planning. In traditional
charitable bequest planning, we do not have a series of
gifts made year after year, but rather we have only one gift.
Consequently, we cannot experiment with the same person
over time and get actual dollars-in-the-door results to
concretely prove which approaches are most effective. We
9
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could run an experiment on two comparable groups, just
as with traditional fundraising. And, we could measure the
results of those experiments. However, the “results” may
take 40 years or more to come back. Consequently, the
traditional trial-and-error approaches that work so well in
other areas of fundraising are of relatively little value in
this field. The time lags are far too long. (Certainly the time
lags are far longer than the typical number of years spent at
one institution by the typical planned giving officer.)
One unfortunate side effect of this environment is that
ineffective approaches or ideas can become common
practice for many years. Because the delay between the
actions of a fundraiser attempting to encourage charitable
bequests and the actual dollars received is so great, it is
very difficult to change ideas that are strongly held. It also
means that this segment of the industry often has an
unfortunate appetite for fantasy, ranging from the way
gifts are counted to absurd predictions of future transfers.
However, I believe that to the extent we can
understand the mechanisms underlying why these
decisions are made, and the processes by which they are
made, we can dramatically improve our ability to
encourage charitable bequests. And for those who care
about actual long-term success in accomplishing the goals
of the donor and the institution, this knowledge can
become a powerful tool.

10

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

To the extent that we can improve our understanding
of these processes, it gives us a set of tools far more
powerful than even the best listing of tips and techniques.
Even assuming that the tips and techniques we learn from
others’ war stories are actually effective strategies, there are
often limitations to the use of these “war stories” for our
own situations. Some approaches work well for one charity
in one location, but would not work at all for another
charity in another location. A deep understanding helps us
to avoid inappropriately applying strategies from other
times and other organizations, and it helps us to modify
our own strategies to more effectively influence these
underlying decision-making process. The reality of this
field of fundraising is that brute force trial-and-error,
which can work quite effectively in other areas, simply will
not work in bequest giving. I just takes too long to find out
what worked and what didn’t work.
Someone may argue that we could measure when
bequest plans are made. This is certainly true and it can be
an appropriate strategy. However, we all know that a
bequest plan made is not a dollar in the door. Bequest
plans made can be bequest plans changed. Further, most
11
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organizations find that the bulk of all bequest dollars
received come from donors who had not directly involved
the charity in their estate planning processes. A substantial
amount of charitable bequest dollars come from those
who had not even been donors to the organization.
Consequently, we are somewhat working in the dark in
this field of encouraging charitable bequest giving. Even
what we are able to learn from the donors we work with
directly is still knowledge about a revocable document.
Ultimately, we have no concrete knowledge about a
charitable bequest until the actual post-death transfer is
made. Those who point to their rigorous process for
documenting planned charitable bequests are conceptually
in the situation of arguing that we can be more effective in
nailing Jell-O to a wall if we use a heavy, 10-pound nail,
than if we simply use a thumbtack. Either way, it is still
nailing Jell-O to a wall. No level of documentation is going
to change the reality that the documents are revocable.
And thus, ultimately, we are left with the unfortunate
reality that we simply do not know about the presence or
amount of a charitable bequest until after the person has
died. Because the ultimate results take so long before they
are seen, it becomes particularly important to have a
scientific basis for our marketing approaches.

12
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Having attempted to justify the need for a deep
understanding of the processes involved in charitable
bequest planning, we can now consider how we should
best go about improving our understanding. Rather than
using psychological theory, experiment, and neuroimaging,
it is perfectly reasonable to ask, “Why don’t we simply ask
people why they do things?” This is, in fact, a very
appropriate methodology. Later, we will use results from
these type of approaches as a point of comparison with the
experimental and neuroimaging results. However, simply
asking people why they do what they do does not always
give us a complete picture of what’s really happening.
To begin with, people may simply not know the answer
to the question. We don’t always know why, precisely, we
do the things that we do in life. Many of the processes that
we use in making decisions and living our lives are
automatic or subconscious. Consequently, we don’t go
through a rational, cognitive, step-by-step process prior to
every choice.
Even when we actually engage in higher rational
processing, it doesn’t mean that this process ultimately
13
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drives the behavior. In neuroscience, one of the
characteristics of these rational, higher cognitive, parts of
the brain is that these processes are much slower than
other, more deeply seated neural processes (such as
emotion, fear, pain, etc.). Consequently, the higher rational
parts of the brain often engage in post hoc rationalizations
and justifications, rather than being the actual drivers of
decision-making prior to the decision. This means that
when we ask people for explanations of behaviors caused
by automatic or subconscious processes, we are likely to
get a series of after-the-fact rationalizations. Although
typically plausible, these explanations may have absolutely
nothing to do with the real underlying processes that
actually caused the behavior.
This problem is compounded by the widespread effects
of social acceptability bias. When people are asked about
explanations for their past or future behavior, they are
likely to provide answers with a high level of social
acceptability. In other words, people tend to see
themselves and their motives in the best possible light.
People may be quite willing to attribute negative
motivations to others, but not to themselves.
Consequently, people tend to create a “halo effect” when
describing their own future intentions, or their reasons for
past or future behavior. In some circumstances, this bias
can limit the usefulness of responses provided by
individuals about why they do what they do.
This social desirability bias is especially problematic in
an area such as charitable giving. Charitable giving is
viewed as being a pro-social activity, and any explanations
that de-emphasize this aspect will tend to be disregarded
when describing personal motivations. Thus, we see
repeated surveys indicating that tax benefits are not selfreported motivators for charitable giving, but
simultaneously see clear evidence of the power of such
benefits to dramatically alter actual giving behavior. This
challenge of social acceptability bias suggests that we
14
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sometimes must go beyond simply listening to the socially
acceptable answers that people might give regarding their
motivations. Instead, we must consider that as one point
of information to be compared against other sources of
understanding. Ultimately, the goal is to actually develop a
potentially deeper understanding of the underlying neural
and psycho-social constructs that drive this behavior.

15

3 WHY BEQUEST GIVING IS
DIFFERENT

As we begin to look at some of the underlying
psychological constructs related to bequest decisionmaking, it is worthwhile to point out that each of these
concepts will ultimately relate to concrete, practical,
16
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fundraising approaches. For those who do not have
interest in psychological theory in and of itself, this area is
still relevant simply because of its later practical usefulness.
In later chapters, we will also spend time understanding
and analyzing neuroimaging results. This was probably not
the type of reading you intended to do when taking a
position dealing with planned giving or estate planning.
But, it turns out that understanding these processes is
useful for developing practical applications in fundraising
and estate planning. Hopefully based upon those
assurances, you will have some level of willingness to jump
into the deep end of the pool!

Let’s begin with a basic statement that is fundamentally
important for all of our subsequent explorations of this
field. Bequest giving is different. As I have spent the last
many years engaged in academic research related to current
charitable giving and bequest giving it has become more
and more real to me that this statement is fundamentally
true. Bequest giving is a very different animal. And we will
explore the details of just how different it is.
Nevertheless, we can begin with the undeniable
reality that there is a massive behavioral gap between
17
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current giving activity and planned bequest giving activity.
If these two types of giving were driven by the same
underlying motivations, then we would see similar levels of
participation. But, we do not. Current giving is an
enormously widespread behavior. People give to charities
and charitable causes week after week, month after month,
year after year. Approximately 80% of Americans engage
in this behavior each year. And yet only about 5% to 6%
of the population transfers dollars to charity at death.
Thus, we begin with a massive observable difference in
how people behave regarding these two methodologies of
transferring dollars to charity.

Even among those who make regular, substantial gifts
to charity, the vast majority will leave no charitable
transfers at death. We can think of this from a positive
perspective or a negative perspective. On the negative side
the current reality means that for approximately 90% of
donors, when they die their death will simply result in the
termination of an income stream to the charity with no
offsetting charitable bequest. Given the dramatic aging of
18
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the population, this suggests the unpleasant possibility of
charitable income falling off a cliff as this massive
population group ages and dies. Such a prospect cannot be
attractive to any charity dependent upon their support.
Conversely, the lack of charitable bequest planning
among donors also presents an enormous untapped
opportunity. The bequest giving dollars we are currently
seeing represent less than 10% of supporting donors.
Thus, if we were able to bring bequest giving participation
to the same levels seen in current giving participation, we
would create a nine-fold increase in the number of donors
leaving gifts at death. This means that understanding the
mechanisms underlying charitable bequest donation
decision-making has enormous potential benefit.

As we begin to explore the differences between
bequest giving and current charitable giving, a clear
distinction with bequest giving is the substantial barriers to
action. It is not that people conceptually have any
opposition to the idea of estate planning. However,
peoples’ actual observed behavior suggests that there are
19
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substantial barriers. These barriers to engaging in estate
planning are not necessarily external. For example, it is
relatively easy to purchase a fill-in-the-blank will document
from an office supply store, or even simpler to download
one for little or no cost from the Internet. And although
these do-it-yourself wills are not as complete or
appropriate as a professionally prepared customized
document, they are clearly preferable to no planning at all.
Nevertheless, despite the relative ease and simplicity
of completing basic estate planning, engaging in estate
planning itself is perhaps the largest barrier to charitable
bequest planning. The primary cause of the lack of
planning may not be external but internal. There is
something about the decision mechanisms involved in the
estate planning process that creates a cognitive or
emotional barrier for the majority of humans.

As we look at these nationally representative statistics
from 2006, it gives us an understanding of just how much
inaction is a barrier to bequest giving. About 6% of those
over 50 have included charitable beneficiaries in their
20
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plans. About 38% of those over 50 either have not been
asked or have been asked and said “no” to the question of
including a charity during their planning process. But, most
adults over the age of 50 do not have a charitable plan
because they simply have no plan. Indeed, they cannot
have a charitable plan because there are no planning
documents.
The widespread reality of failing to plan does not
reflect a conceptual opposition to the idea of planning as a
good thing. In many surveys people will indicate a high
rate of intention to eventually complete an estate plan (see,
e.g., Planned Giving in the United State 2000: A Survey of
Donors by the National Committee on Planned Giving).
Very few have any objections to planning as an
appropriate strategy. But it seems that this behavior is
subject to infinite postponement. It is not that people
believe cognitively that planning is a bad idea. Quite the
opposite. People agree with the need for planning and
even state intentions to, at some point, complete planning.
Nevertheless, the actual estate planning behavior suggests
that there is some additional barrier beyond purely rational
mechanisms.

21
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If we want to uncover the source of this extra-rational
barrier behind the gap between cognitive assent to the
appropriateness of estate planning and actual behavior in
engaging in estate planning, we need to think about what is
different about bequest decisions as compared with other
legal, financial, and social decisions that we make during
life. Clearly, there must be some unique characteristic of
bequest decision-making that differentiates it from other
kinds of decisions. There must be some distinction that
causes engaging in bequest decision-making to be
especially aversive or unpleasant.

22
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It should not be a shock that the key distinctive
characteristic
of
bequest
decision-making
that
differentiates it from any number of financial, legal, and
family decisions we make every day has to do with the
reality of our own personal mortality. What is different
about estate planning as compared with other types of
financial planning is that estate planning is planning for
one’s own death. We can package it however we want, but
ultimately estate planning asks people to engage in an
extended contemplation of their own personal mortality.
Very few other financial, legal, or family decisions require
this type of extended mortality contemplation. Thus we
might expect that this focus on personal mortality relates
to the hesitancy to engage in or complete the estate
planning process.
Although bequest decision-making has not been the
topic of substantial academic research, it turns out to be
related to a field in which much research has been
completed. Specifically, there is a branch of psychology,
labeled as “terror management theory,” which focuses on
the effects of contemplating one’s own mortality. This
23
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contemplation of one’s own mortality is referred to as
mortality salience. Salience refers to the idea that something is
being brought to our attention and our focus. Thus,
“mortality salience” refers to an increased focus and
attention being paid to the reality of one’s own earthly
mortality.
This line of experimental psychology research is
potentially quite beneficial to those interested in
understanding bequest decision-making. The intention of
the researchers was not specifically related to
understanding estate planning. Indeed, their purposes have
more to do with understanding deep psychological
constructs of the human personality. But, the experimental
results produced by this line of research are often directly
applicable to the bequest decision-making environment.
Fundamentally, this is because the bequest decisionmaking environment has a high level of mortality salience.
It is this mortality salience that distinguishes bequest
decision-making from all other forms of financial, legal,
and family-related decision making. Thus, although the
original researchers purposes may have been quite
different, the ultimate experimental results are directly
applicable to our question of interest, which is
understanding the mind of the bequest donor.
Consequently, we will spend time investigating the key
findings of this area of experimental psychological
research.

24
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4 TERROR MANAGEMENT THEORY
STAGE 1:
AVOIDANCE

The modern psychological field of terror
management theory traces back at least as far as the
writings of psychiatrist Otto Rank. Most notably in his
25
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1932 book, Art and Artist, Otto Rank began to develop the
concept of the importance of death contemplation in a
variety of human endeavors. This stream of thought was
later picked up by Ernest Becker, most pointedly in his
1973 book The Denial of Death. It was Becker’s book that
served as the genesis of the field of terror management
theory. Terror management theory presents the idea that
humans are the only creatures which have sufficient
cognitive ability to understand that they are mortal. This
comprehension or understanding of our own mortality
creates an enormous difficulty for our own self or ego.
This is a difficulty that other animals do not face because
of their inability to contemplate and understand their own
personal mortality.
The management of this understanding of our own
mortality is one of the most, or perhaps the single most,
important psychological tasks of humans, both individually
and socially. Hence, the name of the theory, “terror
management theory” refers to the management of the
psychological impact of understanding our own personal
mortality. For those who have a deep interest in Freudian
psychology, these foundational books may be of great
interest. However, for our purposes, we are most
interested in the experimental results related to mortality
reminders. Thus, I do not expect for the reader to become
conversant with the details underlying the original theories
that motivated this line of experiments. Instead, we want
to examine the bottom line consequences of how mortality
reminders affect people and their decisions. So whether
you accept Freud, reject Freud, or could care less about
Freud, is not essential for our purposes.
The essential finding of a wide range of experiments
in mortality salience is that reminders of personal mortality
constitute an assault on our ego, which is responded to
with two stages of defenses. The first stage of defense is
simple avoidance. When faced with mortality reminders,
avoidance defenses involve strategies such as denying
26
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one’s vulnerability, distracting oneself, avoiding selfreflective thoughts, or simply engaging in any behavior
which will avoid the contemplation of one’s own mortality.
These first-stage defenses are rational, immediate, and
relatively well perceived by the people engaging in them (at
least retrospectively).
However, these first-stage defenses often do not
provide complete protection against mortality salience. In
some cases, external circumstances may prevent their
effectiveness. Additionally, it may be that avoidance is
effective only at the immediate, rational level, but not at
the subconscious level. When, for whatever reason, these
first-stage defenses do not protect the “self” against
mortality salience, it leads to the use of second-stage
defenses.
Second-stage defenses are more subconscious than
first-stage avoidance. They may not even be directly
perceived by the actor. Indeed, in experimental settings
much of the impact of mortality salience on the use of
these second-stage defenses is greater after the passage of
some time following mortality reminders. The thought
here is that, to the extent that second-stage defenses result
from a subconscious process, the delayed impact of
mortality salience on generating these second-stage
defenses fits with the slower influence of the
subconscious. Whereas the first-stage defense of avoidance
is a relatively straightforward and immediate reaction, the
second-stage defenses are a bit more involved. We will
examine these second-stage defenses in more detail a bit
later. For now, as a placeholder, think of these secondstage defenses as creating a form of symbolic immortality.
Symbolic immortality is the idea that some part of one’s
self – one’s family, achievements, community – will
continue to exist after death. Psychologically, this can be
an effective defense to the attack on the ego that results
from reminders of one’s own personal mortality. (Note
that for those with certain religious beliefs, symbolic
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immortality may also refer to actual immortality in the
sense of an afterlife.)

We begin our examination of the effects of mortality
reminders by looking at the first-stage defense of
avoidance. This first-stage reaction is critically important
for the way we develop and communicate marketing
material related to charitable bequests. We will explore the
practical implications of these findings later. But first we
begin by examining some of the conclusions of those
researchers who have spent years examining the effects of
mortality reminders on human behavior.
How does the avoidance defense work? How do we
see this defense play out in actual practice in human
behavior? Avoidance can be seen in a wide range of
behaviors, all of which have the purpose of avoiding
contemplation of one’s own personal mortality.
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The fundamental goal of the initial avoidance defense
is to push personal death-related thoughts out of one’s
mind. Simply put, thinking about one’s personal mortality
(i.e., mortality salience) is unpleasant and aversive. The
avoidance defense attempts to reduce this unpleasant
feeling by reducing mortality salience.
This first line of defense can be very much rational
and intentional. The reminder of one’s own mortality is a
threat. We react to that threat by attempting to reduce or
avoid it. As pointed out by the above quote from some of
the most notable researchers in this field, one of the
strategies for avoiding this type of contemplation is to
simply distract oneself from the reality. Beyond this, there
are a range of strategies that can be used to push these
unwanted death-related thoughts out of one’s mind, or at
least out of one’s immediate focus.
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This quote from Gilad Hirschberger in 2010 provides
a summarization of some of the strategies used to avoid
death-related thoughts. We may actively (i.e., intentionally,
rationally and cognitively) suppress death concerns by
focusing on why such concerns are not immediately
relevant. We may engage in distraction – shifting to some
other focus of attention – as a means of reducing the
amount of attention being paid to the personal mortality
reminder. We may simply attempt to avoid any type of
self-reflective thought. Often this can be accomplished
through pursuing external stimuli or external distractions.
Finally, we may engage in “biasing inferential processes.”
In other words, we intentionally alter or misconstrue
evidence so that it reduces our own sense of vulnerability
in the face of mortality reminders.
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We might summarize some forms of avoidance by
looking at the five D’s listed above. This list gives us a
sense of the wide variety of strategies that we can use to
avoid thinking about our own death. How do we go about
doing this?
First, we can simply engage in distraction. This is the
idea that, “I’m not going to deny what you’re saying, but
I’m too busy to think about that right now. I’ve got
something more pressing that I have to attend to.” By
seeking out other, less aversive stimuli, we avoid having to
engage with the source of mortality salience.
A second strategy is to differentiate ourselves from
examples demonstrating our risk of mortality. For
example, if someone we know dies, it creates an immediate
sensation of realizing our own vulnerability. We protect
against this by focusing on characteristics that differentiate
the deceased person from ourselves, because if we don’t
differentiate between the person who has died or has had a
life-threatening injury, then it exposes us to the unpleasant
reality that we are also vulnerable, that we are also subject
to unexpected death at any point. Those type of thoughts
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are naturally aversive, so we look for ways to differentiate
between us and the person who experienced mortality or
serious injury. If someone dies, who is otherwise similar to
us or who was within our social group, we may think about
how that person is different from us. For example, if
someone dies of a health issue, we may think about how
we exercise, but that person did not. Or, we have good
cholesterol levels. Or, we don’t smoke. Or, we have some
characteristic that differentiates us from the person who
has just died (or has experienced some serious injury
posing a substantial risk of death).
Another strategy is to simply deny the concerns about
mortality. Although it is difficult to completely deny our
own eventual personal mortality (given the evidence of the
ultimate death of all forms of life around us), we are able
to protect ourselves psychologically by denying individual
risks to death, especially risks of death that might come
sooner rather than later. This bias will actually cause
people to ignore scientific or statistical evidence about
their mortality-related risks.
For example, we might see smokers engaging in the
intentional denial of massive scientific evidence about the
death-related effects of smoking. It is not that these
smokers have any lower level of mathematical or cognitive
ability, nor do they have any less ability to interpret
statistical data when presented in any other frame of
reference. However, when it comes to data leading to a
conclusion demonstrating one’s own personal mortality
risk, those statistical abilities are not applied. Instead, we
see a pattern of denial, concluding that mortality concerns
are overstated. Of course, this tendency is not limited to
smokers, but affects people in general when they
contemplate their own personally-relevant mortality risks,
and is often expressed in a tendency to deny such risks or
to believe that the risks have been overstated.
Also related to the distraction strategy is the delay
strategy. This strategy, of course, is directly applicable to
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the challenging realities of trying to motivate people to
engage in estate planning. A common example of this
defense is responding to a call to action by replying, “Yes,
that’s a good idea. Yes, I agree everyone should do that.
But, I’m too busy right now to take care of it. I’ll do that
later.” The underlying psychological goal here is to avoid
the contemplation of one’s own mortality. One way to
avoid that contemplation which does not require denying
one’s own mortality or even denying the necessity of
contemplating mortality is to simply delay the
contemplation of mortality. Consequently, the enemy of
estate planning, and indeed, the enemy of the charitable
bequest, is not the answer of “no.” Instead, the enemy is
the answer of “later.” We fight against this underlying
psychological mechanism of delay whenever we attempt to
encourage estate planning, because we are attempting to
make people engage in the contemplation of their own
mortality.
Whenever it is available, another strategy to avoid
mortality contemplation is to simply depart from the
reminder. If we can avoid mortality contemplation by
simply avoiding the personal mortality reminder, this may
be the easiest way to accomplish the underlying
psychological goal. Obviously, the desire to depart from or
avoid things which remind us of our own personal
mortality will likely have a substantial impact on the
effectiveness of marketing designed to get people to
engage in a behavior (e.g., estate planning) that directly
focuses on their own personal mortality.
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An example of this avoidance strategy was
demonstrated in the research experiment from 2009
referenced above. In this experiment, the researchers
found that those given fake test results showing they had a
serious fictional disease rated the test as far less reliable
than those told they didn’t have the disease, or that the
disease was minor. Participants in this study were told
about a fictional disease with a made-up name and made
up consequences. They were then given a “test” to see if
they had this fictional disease. After getting the results
showing whether or not they had this serious fictional
disease, they were asked to rate the reliability of the test.
From an objective point of view, a participant’s
personal outcome should have made no difference in their
rating of the reliability of the test. The quality of the test is
the quality of the test, regardless of whether the participant
happens to have been diagnosed with the disease or not.
But that’s not how participants rated the quality of the test.
Instead, if participants were told that the test indicated that
they had the disease, they rated the test as much less
reliable than if they were told that the test indicated they
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did not have the disease. This reflects the underlying
tendency to bias statistical results in such a way as to
disregard our own personal risk of mortality.
Similarly, the results showed that if participants were
told that they had the disease, but the disease was
described as being minor (i.e., not related to any risk of
mortality), the participants rated the test as more reliable.
Again, we have a simple comparison between two
scenarios. In both scenarios the participants were
diagnosed with a disease. (In both scenarios this was a
made-up disease with a made-up name.) If the disease was
minor, participants believed the test to be reliable. If the
disease was major (i.e., having a risk of mortality) then
participants believed the test was not reliable.
These results suggest an underlying psychological
tendency to think, “If the test says I am at serious risk of
death, the test is wrong. If the test says I am a serious risk
of a minor disease, the test is probably right.” This relates
to the basic tendency to avoid mortality salience. If
something makes us think that we are not invincible, if it
makes us think about our own mortality, then we have a
tendency to engage in these statistically biasing reasoning
processes which make us feel better about the results and
about ourselves.
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Another example of this avoidance defense against
mortality salience can be seen in the results of a study
published in 2006. In this study, Hirschberger found that
death reminders increased the tendency to blame victims
of car accidents with serious, but not minor, injuries. The
experimental setup was that individuals were asked about
the relative blame that should be applied to the victim of a
car accident based upon a text description of the accident
scenario. One group of those participating in the
experiments were first asked to engage in a series of tasks
that brought to mind their own personal mortality. The
other group completed other tasks that were aversive, but
had no relation to personal mortality. Those who had been
reminded of death prior to assessing blame for the car
accident victims answered the question differently than
those who had not. Specifically, those who had received
the death reminders were much more likely to blame the
victims of serious car accidents than those who had not.
This fits with the idea that personal mortality
reminders increase the desire to differentiate ourselves
from those who experience death-risking traumatic injury.
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In a sense, mortality reminders are an attack. This attack
causes us to separate ourselves from other mortality
reminders. In other words, the first-stage response to
personal mortality reminders is a defensive mode where we
try to push away other personal mortality reminders. In
this case, the accident scenario created a reminder that we
are all at risk of death or serious injury as the result of
driving an automobile. By blaming the victim, participants
could separate themselves from the actions of the victim
and thus mentally separate themselves from the deathrelated risk. This attempt at separation/avoidance can be
summed up in the idea that if the driver was seriously
injured, then the driver was behaving differently than I
would have.
Contrast this with another result from the same study.
The mortality reminders did not change the attribution of
blame to the victim if the victim was described as having
only minor injuries. Nothing else about the accident
description differed, except for the extent of the injuries of
the victim. But, this difference dramatically changed the
blame attributed to the victims. Why? When we are dealing
with minor injuries, we are not dealing with a mortality
reminder. When we are dealing with major injuries, we are
dealing with a mortality reminder. Thus, it makes sense to
explain this difference in attributing blame as a
psychological strategy to defend against personal mortality
salience. Participants were setting up a barrier between
themselves and the risk of mortality when differentiating
between their normal behavior and the behavior of the
seriously injured victim of the car accident. No such
barrier was required when considering a driver with only
minor injuries. Or, to summarize, “If the driver was okay,
then he drove like I would have. But, if the driver was
seriously hurt, then he drove much worse than I would
have.”
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The decision to become a posthumous organ donor is
one that shares many commonalities with charitable
bequest decisions. The organ donation decision can be a
life-saving gift that benefits other people. Like a bequest
gift, it is a gift that the donor doesn’t get to see the benefits
of, because it is a gift that takes place after death. Further,
organ donation is a gift that has no tangible costs. The
donor doesn’t lose anything valuable during his or her life.
As a result of making this gift, it doesn’t reduce the
donor’s income. It doesn’t reduce the donor’s wealth. It
doesn’t reduce the donor’s ability to spend money on
anything or to do anything for as long as the donor is alive
live. (In fact, it doesn’t even reduce the financial rewards to
any of the donor’s heirs.) Becoming an organ donor simply
has no tangible economic costs.
Organ donation is also similar to charitable bequest
giving, as both are perceived positively by society. Almost
no one thinks that others should be discouraged from
organ donation. We see it as a helpful, selfless, and prosocial action. So with all this going for it, getting people to
engage in organ donation must be one of the simplest acts
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ever conceived!
However, there is one major negative characteristic of
engaging in organ donation. Organ donation is a strong
personal death reminder. In this way also, organ donation
is similar to charitable bequests. Attempts to encourage
organ donation may face the same challenges and barriers
inherent in attempting to encourage charitable bequests.
Thus, it makes sense to explore research on organ
donation decisions.

So how do people respond to an organ donation
request? What is the typical, instinctive reaction to this
question? We should consider three types of responses.
First, is the response of, “Yes, I would like to donate my
organs at my death.” Second, is the response “No, I do
not want to donate my organs at my death.” And perhaps
most importantly is the third option, which is neither
“yes,” nor “no,” but is instead, “I don’t want to think
about it!”
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From an academic research article published in the
journal Science, we see national results from four European
countries. These results show the effective consent rate in
each country to the organ donation request. If we were to
describe typical preferences based upon results from these
four countries, we could reasonably conclude that most
people respond to the organ donation request with, “No, I
do not want to donate my organs after death.” However,
additional evidence prevents us from claiming that this is
the typical response to the question.
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As we now look at consent rates to organ donation in
a variety of other European countries we see acceptance
rates near or even above 99%. If we were to look at these
countries, we could reasonably conclude that the typical
response to an organ donation request is, “Yes, I would
like to donate my organs at death.”
So how then can we resolve the conflict between
these two sets of results in these two sets of countries?
Before we attempt some explanation that differentiates
between the countries on the left and the countries on the
right based on some sociological or historical or even
ethnic characteristics, let’s look at what the real difference
is between these two sets of countries.
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Here we see the important difference between the
two sets of countries is not social or cultural. It is whether
they have an opt-in system (the four countries on the left)
or an opt-out system (the seven countries on the right). An
opt-in system is one in which a person must check the box
in order to opt-in to an organ donation agreement. An
opt-out system is one in which a person must check the
box in order to opt-out of an organ donation system.
There is no meaningful difference in effort between
checking the box or not checking the box. However, this
simple difference in the presentation of the question
produces a dramatic effect. Why might this be?
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We can think of the results in the following way. The
first set of countries provides evidence that people do not
want to opt-in to an organ donation agreement.

Results from the second set of countries provide
evidence that people do not want to opt-out of an organ
donation agreement. So if people do not want to opt-in to
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organ donation and they do not want to opt-out of organ
donation, how can we reconcile these two apparently
contradictory behaviors?

The two apparently contradictory behaviors can be
reconciled, if the answer to the organ donation question is
not “yes,” or “no,” but instead is “I don’t want to think
about it!” If the driving factor in organ donation decisionmaking is avoidance, then we would predict exactly the
results that we see in this international comparison of
behavior. Of course, this fits with the framework from
experimental psychology that the first defense in the face
of mortality reminders is avoidance. We want to avoid
contemplation of personal mortality.
That desire for avoidance explains the apparently
contradictory behavior in these results. In order to engage
in an action, even an action as simple as checking a box, a
person must think about, contemplate, and decide upon
the issue. The easiest way to avoid that contemplation is to
do nothing (perhaps justifying that we will think about it in
more detail later). In this way, we delay committing to a
positive action and, consequently, delay contemplating the
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aversive topic.

In the same way that the last results displayed the
dominance of the “I don’t want to think about it”
response in an organ donation context, we see essentially
the same behavior in the charitable bequest planning
context. A small portion of people respond to the question
of whether or not they wish to leave a bequest to a
charitable organization with the answer of “yes.” Some
other share of respondents either answers the question
“no,” or, perhaps much more commonly, are never asked
the question in the first place. But, the majority responds
to the question very clearly with the answer, “I don’t want
to think about it,” as evidenced by their complete lack of
planning. What we see from the experimental results
related to mortality reminders, and actual behavior across
many countries related to organ donations, is consistent
with what we see in estate planning behavior – avoidance
is the dominant response.
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Given the power of this first-stage defense of
avoidance, we might despair that almost no one would
engage in estate planning, much less charitable estate
planning. However, it is critically important to understand
that although avoidance is a common first-stage response
to mortality reminders, it is often not a completely
effective response. Avoidance is the common initial
response to mortality salience and it might work in some
cases, or for some period of time, but the nature of an
avoidance defense is that it is not a final answer to the
problem. Avoidance is simply an immediate maneuver that
serves as a first-stage attempt to deal with the threat
represented by mortality reminders.
But avoidance doesn’t change the reality of our own
undeniable personal mortality. And so, despite the best
efforts at avoidance, this truth of personal mortality will
often seep through into conscious and subconscious
awareness.
The causes of this breaking through of mortality
salience can come from a variety of sources. It might be
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illness, injury, advancing age, the death of a close friend or
family member, travel plans, or some other external factor
that breaks down the effectiveness of the avoidance
barrier. At this stage avoidance no longer works to avoid
contemplation of personal mortality. Attempts to distract,
deny, delay, depart, or differentiate are simply no longer
effective in the face of external reality.
It is at this point that second-stage defenses become
much more important. These considerations are especially
critical for estate planning decision-making. Once
someone is at the point of engaging in estate planning for
themselves, this demonstrates that he or she has broken
through the first-stage “avoidance” defense. And thus, the
decisions made in the estate planning process may be
strongly influenced not by the first-stage issues of
avoidance, but by the second-stage issues of “symbolic
immortality.”
Thus, in practice, both stages are important for
encouraging charitable estate planning, but for different
reasons. The first-stage “avoidance” is the major barrier to
engaging in any form of estate planning. For that reason, it
is critical to the way that we attempt to encourage estate
planning. The second-stage defense is more important for
the content of the estate plan and the motivations within an
estate planning process. The second stage is more critical,
not for whether any planning occurs, but for the potential
content of those plans. We now turn to examining the
second-stage defense to mortality salience.
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5 TERROR MANAGEMENT THEORY
STAGE TWO:
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL HEROISM &
SYMBOLIC IMMORTALITY
We now consider the second-stage defense against
mortality salience, which I will label using the title of
“symbolic immortality.”
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The second-stage defense to mortality reminders can
be thought of as an attempt to achieve symbolic
immortality. The idea of symbolic immortality is that some
part of one’s self – one’s name, family, community,
achievements, values, goals, etc. – will persist after death.
Mortality salience is an attack on our psychological selves.
As a defense to that attack, we can focus on those parts of
“ourselves” that are not mortal. To the extent that some
part of “us” is not mortal, this can act as a perfect defense
to the psychological crises that may result from
contemplating our own finiteness. How then is this
“symbolic immortality” constructed? We now turn to this
question.

The psychological construct which we will refer to as
“symbolic immortality” can best be thought of in terms of
the above graphical representation. (For those who wish to
go beyond this representation and interact with the more
involved, sophisticated, and convoluted dimensions of the
various psychological theories, I recommend to your
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reading Otto Rank, Ernest Becker, and the modern
researchers in “terror management theory,” which can be
readily obtained by searching for that term in Google
Scholar.) The core idea conveyed by the above image is
that symbolic immortality is not a simple construct.
Instead, it is better to think of it as the attic or the top of a
construction. This construction, like a house, depends
upon the connection with and strength of its foundations.
Symbolic immortality may be thought of as the most
extreme or highest example of autobiographical heroism.
Autobiographical heroism is the idea that we like to see
ourselves as having positive and meaningful lives as
reflected by our life stories. The greatest example of
autobiographical heroism is the hero story that lives
beyond the life of the hero and becomes a permanent,
meaningful story within the culture of the community.
However, this idea of symbolic immortality requires a
social foundation. It is not something we can construct on
our own. Think, for example, of a scenario where you are
on a deserted island with certain knowledge that no one
would ever find you and that at the end of 20 years, you,
and the island itself, would be completely destroyed and
submerged into the sea as the result of a volcanic eruption.
Within that framework – within that reality – it is very
difficult to contemplate achieving symbolic immortality. It
is difficult to imagine accomplishing something that would
live beyond your own life. This is because achieving any
element of symbolic immortality, at least on this earth,
requires a community of others who will live on beyond
your death.
It is only in the continuing existence of the
community that we can achieve a measure of symbolic
immortality. Although each of us will die, the community
will live on. To the extent that we are able to influence our
community that lives beyond us, we are then able to
achieve a measure of symbolic immortality. In the same
way, autobiographical heroism cannot live beyond one’s
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death if no one else knows the story.
Thus, symbolic immortality, or any form of
autobiographical heroism that will live beyond the
individual’s death, requires a community. And it is the
values of this community that provide the underlying
framework that defines meaningfulness. In the absence of
meaningfulness, there can be no such thing as heroism. If
we engage in what we perceive to be autobiographical
heroism, but there is no community that will hear of our
story, no community which shares the constructs of
meaningfulness that define our life in heroic terms, then
our self-perceived heroism cannot live beyond our own
death. Thus, fundamentally, in order to achieve symbolic
immortality, or any modicum of autobiographical heroism
that will live beyond ourselves, we must rely exclusively
upon the foundation of our community and community
values.
It is important to understand that the term
“community” here refers only to another person or group
of people. It may refer to one’s friends, or one’s family, or
one’s colleagues, or those with similar interests or similar
backgrounds or similar affiliations or similar ethnicity. It
may ultimately refer to any group of people that one
considers to be one’s community. The community here
consists of those considered to be an audience of
importance by the person. Thus, in this context,
community does not necessarily refer to one’s
neighborhood, municipality, or nation. (However, for
many people this does define a highly relevant
community.) And so it is upon the basis of this
community, however we define it, that our hopes for
symbolic immortality must rest.
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Although we may be able to think about the social
structures underlying our life story and meaning at any
point, their relevance becomes critical when we are faced
with the psychological impact of personal mortality
reminders. In other words, this “house” of
autobiographical heroism and symbolic immortality is like
a wall of defense protecting the psychological self or ego.
When we are faced with an unavoidable death reminder,
that reminder acts as a wrecking ball attempting to damage
our sense of psychological self. It attacks the very core of
our value and meaningfulness by reminding us of our
ultimate and impending finiteness. The house of symbolic
immortality and autobiographical heroism can serve as a
shield against this painful attack. And, so it is in the face of
these death reminders that this defense becomes so critical
and so important to our psychological well-being. These
issues, while formerly they may have been simply in our
subconscious background, become critical issues of
immediate importance when we focus on our own
personal mortality.
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Thus, a death reminder results in a greater attachment
to and support of these defenses. When the ego is
attacked, the response is to build up the defenses to
protect against these attacks.
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Because of this defensive reaction, we expect that
death reminders will increase the desire for expressions of
symbolic immortality and autobiographical heroism based
upon the foundation of our community and the values
shared with the community. So let’s now set aside, for a
moment, the pure pontification of psychological theorizing
and turn instead to real experimental results that
demonstrate exactly how mortality salience changes the
behavior, preferences, and choices of human beings.

Let’s begin at the top half of the “house” by looking
first at symbolic immortality and autobiographical heroism.
How do psychology experiments measure what happens as
the result of mortality salience? The typical experimental
approach is to begin with two groups. One of the groups,
prior to answering some outcome questions, is reminded
of their personal mortality. The other group does not
receive reminders of their personal mortality, but instead
completes some other task unrelated to personal mortality.
(Typically this control task is something that might also be
54

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

considered aversive, such as, for example, answering
questions about dental pain.) After this initial set of
mortality reminders or some comparable non-mortality
activity, both groups are then asked the same set of
questions. Alternatively, responses can be compared within
the same people, both before and after reminders of
mortality.
These reminders of mortality can vary from
experiment to experiment, but could include issues such as
describing one’s funeral, eliciting opinions about death,
decay, and burial or reading about tragic and death-related
scenarios. However, for our purposes we will put all of
them under the simple heading of “death reminders.” So
let’s review some of the results. How do death reminders
change people’s desires and behaviors?
To begin with, death reminders have been shown to
increase people’s desire for fame. As a particularly
interesting example of this, death reminders have been
shown to increase people’s interest in having a star named
after them. (In case you are interested, this is something
you can get on the Internet and pay to do at websites such
as www.starregistry.com. There are many, many stars, so
there is no risk of running out of stars to take people’s
names.) These two examples: an increasing desire for fame
and an increasing interest in naming a star after oneself are
closely related to the idea of living beyond one’s own
lifetime in the memories of others. We can achieve
symbolic immortality by being famous, or by having, for all
eternity, a star with our own name attached to it.
Death reminders also increased people’s tendency
towards autobiographical heroism. For example, death
reminders increased the perception of one’s past
significance. Death reminders also increased the likelihood
of describing positive improvements throughout one’s life
when writing an autobiographical essay. (This is most
clearly a measurement of increased autobiographical
heroism in the sense that it shows an increased likelihood
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of writing a heroic, or at least positive, life story about
one’s self.) Additionally, death reminders increased the
perceived accuracy of a positive personality profile of
oneself. When people were given a positive assessment of
their own personality profile and asked to measure the
accuracy of that assessment, being reminded of one’s own
mortality prior to this task increased the likelihood that a
person would perceive the positive personality profile as
being accurate. Again, this relates to the increased desire
for a positive life story or what we might call, in more
colorful language, autobiographical heroism.

As stated before, death reminders are a psychological
attack on the self. This attack results in defense and
support of our defensive construct referred to as symbolic
immortality. For the reasons described previously,
symbolic immortality, and even autobiographical heroism
that will live beyond one’s own life, is dependent upon the
foundation of one’s community and the community’s
values. Consequently, the defense of one’s symbolic
immortality “house” requires a defense and support of the
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foundations of the community and community values.
Examples of this heightened defense of one’s community
and community values can be seen in a wide variety of
experimental results.

A variety of results from many different countries
repeatedly support the notion that death reminders
increase allegiance to one’s community and community
values. For example, death reminders increased giving
among Americans to US charities, but they did not
increase giving among Americans to foreign charities. This
differential result on domestic versus foreign suggests that
death reminders have a unique impact related to our own
community (“in group”). In another study where American
participants were asked to rate the content and quality of
anti-United States essays, those who had experienced death
reminders first gave much more negative ratings to the
essays than those who had not. This suggests that a death
reminder increases the allegiance to one’s national
community. At the same time, it increases resistance to
those who would attack one’s community. We refer to this
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as a defense of the “in group” and a simultaneous
resistance to the “out group.” Thus, death reminders make
us simultaneously more pro-social and anti-social. We
become much more pro-social for our “in group” while we
become more antisocial for our “out group.”
This “in group” allegiance can take forms that are
both humorous and frightening. For example, a study in
the U.S. showed that death reminders increased the
predicted number of wins that the local NFL football team
would have in the following season. Thus, people became
more supportive of their “in group” team, and
simultaneously less enamored with any “out group” teams.
Similarly, death reminders increased the negative ratings of
foreign soft drinks. As a somewhat humorous side effect
of this “out group” resistance, people apparently decided
that their taste buds were also more nationalistic following
mortality reminders. These results are by no means limited
to those in the United States. For example, one study
showed that mortality reminders increased the ethnic
identity among Hong Kong Chinese. Similarly, mortality
reminders increased the German preference for the
German mark currency as compared with the euro
currency.
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In these additional examples of the in-group/outgroup effects of mortality salience, we continue to see
consistent results. Mortality salience increased the
acceptance of negative stereotypes of residents of other
cities or other nations. This serves as another example of
out-group resistance increasing along with in-group
support.
Such reactions can be important in the more serious
context of international conflict. For example, mortality
reminders increased the support by Israelis of military
action against Iran. Conversely, it increased the support by
Iranian students for martyrdom attacks against the United
States. In a British context, death reminders increased the
willingness of English participants to die or otherwise selfsacrifice for England. Notice here as elsewhere, we are
seeing examples where a support of the foundations of
symbolic immortality is powerful enough to actually lead
to decisions that increase or ensure the possibility of
personal mortality. However, in a sense, the fear of
personal mortality has been overcome by the defense of
symbolic immortality.
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In other, less hostile, contexts we see more examples
of this same behavior. For example, following mortality
salience, Dutch participants increased their agreement with
art opinions given by Dutch critics while simultaneously
decreasing their agreement with art opinions given by
Japanese (“out group”) critics. In the context of gender
community, mortality salience increased voting for female
candidates by females, but did not have the same effect on
males.

To summarize this group of findings, and a wide
range of other findings not reported here, we can
confidently say that death reminders increase allegiance to
one’s “in groups” and simultaneously increase resistance to
one’s “out-groups”. Is it possible that we might be able to
directly see the effects of this in a comparison of current
giving and bequest giving? Can we differentiate preferred
methods of giving dependent upon the charities’ domestic
or international focus? Although we do not have this kind
of data for the United States, there is data in the United
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Kingdom allowing these types of comparisons. Caritas
Data, in collaboration with the Cass Business School (City
University London) and professor Cathy Pharoah,
publishes this data in their Charity Market Monitor. In the
following, we examine results compiled from their 2010
Charity Market Monitor.

Because the data from Prof. Pharaoh’s research
includes reports of both current and legacy gifts, we are
able to compare the relative importance of these gifts for
different charities. Looking just at the top 100 UK
fundraising charities, i.e., those charities that raised the
most total amount of money, we see a distinction among
charities focused on international relief. The average share
of income from legacy gifts among the top 100 UK
fundraising charities was 26.6%. In contrast, the average
share of income from legacy gifts among those UK
international relief charities in the top 100 was only 5.9%.
This does not suggest that international relief charities are
not popular. Indeed 17 of the top 100 UK fundraising
charities were international relief charities. People
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obviously support these charities with massive amounts of
total donations. However, what is interesting for our
purposes is that it appears there is a preference to support
these charities with current dollars, but not bequest dollars.
This is consistent with the idea that mortality salience
increases the support for one’s own community and
simultaneously decreases the support for outside groups.
Although this tends to confirm the basic ideas from
the psychological model, it is important not to overreact to
the results. Neither the psychological model nor the results
from the UK suggests that international relief charities
should not care about bequest gifts. No doubt the 17 UK
international relief charities referenced here would not
enjoy seeing a 6% reduction in their gift income that
would occur if legacy gifts stopped altogether. Further, the
presence of substantial legacy gifts shows that this barrier
is not an insurmountable one. But it demonstrates that this
psychological model has real, bottom-line impact on
charitable fundraising. Furthermore, understanding this
underlying model might suggest strategies that could help,
ultimately, to overcome these barriers. (One might even
imagine making the beneficiaries of international charities
so closely connected with donors that they too would
become part of the donors “in group.”)
It is certainly possible to object to the prior
conclusion based on these giving results by arguing that
the distinction in legacy giving relates to the cause of
poverty relief in general and not specifically to the
international nature of these charities. In response to this,
the next set of results uses a more closely aligned
comparison.
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Here we examine charities focused on supporting
children and divide those charities into domestic-focused
children’s charities and international-focused children’s
charity. Here, the comparison is somewhat closer because,
in both cases, we are examining charities focused upon
supporting children in need. And in the context of this
closer comparison, we see a similar contrast.
Among the domestic focused children’s charities in
the top 100 of all UK fundraising charities, the average
share of income from legacy gifts was 22.8%. The
international focused children’s charities received only
7.3% of their gift income from legacy gifts. So we see a
similar contrast here between people’s preferences in
current giving and legacy giving. Again, the international
charities are well supported, being among the top 100 UK
fundraisers. However, the preference is to support them
with current giving rather than bequest giving. This is
consistent with the idea that when we place people in the
“mortality salience” frame of mind, they become more
likely to support their in-group community and less likely
to support an out-group. This is important because it takes
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the academic and psychological results and demonstrates
their impact in real world of giving behavior. Thus, these
constructs are not merely fanciful creations of research
professors with too much time, but in fact describe human
behavior critical to the charitable bequest decision-making
process.

Finally, we see additional results that support the idea
that death reminders result in greater attachment to and
support of one’s community and also one’s community
values. It is not simply the community itself that a person
becomes more defensive of in the face of mortality
reminders, but it is also the shared values and beliefs of
that community that are increasingly defended. As
discussed previously, any attempt at a positive or heroic
life story that will live beyond oneself depends upon the
continued existence of the community and of the
community values. It is the community values that provide
a framework of meaningfulness that can define what is and
is not positive or heroic. Although one can personally have
completely independent values to define what is positive
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or heroic, these individual level values cannot live beyond
the death of their holder unless there is a community that
also accepts these values. Thus, these community values
give meaning to the definition of a positive life story that
could survive the death of the individual.

In these results, we see that death reminders increased
support for one’s community and community values. For
example, death reminders increased participant’s liking and
support for candidates of their same political orientation,
but also increased disliking for candidates who were not of
their same political orientation.
Hate crimes are often seen as moral violations of the
community’s values. The amount of punishment attached
to these hate crimes increased following death reminders.
This again suggests the idea of increasing support and
defense of community values as a result of death
reminders. Similarly, in a result that has been replicated
again and again in a wide range of studies, the dollar level
of bond participants set as appropriate for an arrested
prostitute has been shown to reliably increase following
death reminders. Once again, the conclusion is that
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support of community values increases following death
reminders. Finally, in a religious context, we see that death
reminders increased the reported certainty of one’s belief
in God.

The results of this next study are particularly
instructive for those in charitable bequest planning. In
2007 Jeff Joireman and Blythe Duell, both of Washington
State University, experimentally found that more selffocused individuals increased their ratings of charitable
organizations following mortality reminders. Those who
began the experiment being more other-focused
maintained their initially higher ratings of charitable
organizations in the same context. This led the authors to
refer to the “Ebenezer Scrooge” effect. Following the
story of Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol, the selffocused miser – when faced with his own mortality –
becomes charitable.
Aside from supporting the psychological basis for the
Scrooge character in a Christmas Carol, this finding has
important significance for practitioners in charitable
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bequest fund raising. It is consistent with the widespread
experience of many charities that report receiving
substantial bequest gifts from individuals who either
supported the charity rarely and minimally, or in many
cases never made a gift during life.
In stark terms, it points out the fundamental reality
that charitable bequest decision-making is a different
animal from current gift decision-making. Decisionmaking in the context of mortality salience (i.e., estate
planning) will produce different results than decisionmaking in a normal, daily context. Thus, receiving bequest
gifts from non-donors is not at all surprising, because one
decision context (bequest giving) has high mortality
salience and the other decision context (current giving) has
no mortality salience.

Thus, the behavior of non-donors in leaving a
charitable bequest is not psychologically inconsistent. A
more self-focused individual may not, as a matter of
course, consider the importance of his or her community
and community values. These things simply do not
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become a matter of focus in daily life. However, the
psychological attack of a death reminder shows the clear
limitations of a life completely focused on the self. The self
is mortal. The self will die. If the self is all there is, then
impending death is the end of all things, which is a
psychologically frightening prospect. As a defense to this
frightening prospect, people may engage in the
construction of some form of symbolic immortality and
autobiographical heroism based upon their community and
its values. Thus, when faced with this threat, the
importance of the community becomes immediately
paramount in a way that would never happen during the
distractions of daily busyness.

To this point we have been discussing the secondstage
defense
of
symbolic
immortality
and
autobiographical heroism as something that applies only to
the individual himself or herself. In fact, some of the most
obvious applications of this defense apply not to ourselves
but to close loved ones who have died. This behavior also
relates to personal mortality salience defense, even though
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the autobiographical heroism is applied not to oneself, but
to a deceased “community” member. However, this is still
important to one’s own self-conception because, if other
valued community members’ memories can die, so can
ours. By demonstrating that those important community
members will continue to be remembered we can
demonstrate to ourselves that we also may be remembered
after our death.
This is especially critical immediately after the death
of a loved one, because the death of a loved one is, by far,
one of the strongest reminders of personal mortality. If we
can provide some measurement of symbolic immortality
for the deceased loved one, it helps to provide assurance
that we, too, can achieve some level of symbolic
immortality. (Or, at least that our community is capable of
conveying symbolic immortality in the right
circumstances.) Thus, this defensive structure of
autobiographical heroism and symbolic immortality is
something people will apply to deceased loved ones as well
as to their own life stories. This can also be seen in a
variety of common practices of memorializing the dead.
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As visually demonstrated in the above examples, the
use of permanent long-lasting materials for the
construction of memorials is common across a wide range
of human cultures, both modern and ancient. This is not
an accidental occurrence. Rather, the use of permanent
materials fits with the concept that we fight against the
unfortunate reality of personal mortality by creating lasting
symbols. The more important a person was to the
community, the more important it is to show that they
have achieved symbolic immortality. Because, if the most
important people within a community are quickly
forgotten, then there is no hope of achieving symbolic
immortality for any members of the community, and we
are again left with a world of isolation where there is no
remembrance beyond our own personal mortality. Such a
world is one that provides no protection against the
psychological attack of the reality of personal mortality.
Consequently, it is no surprise that we see cultural
practices that emphasize symbolic or literal immortality
across many peoples, places, and times.
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One of the most obvious and commonly experienced
applications of this concept of autobiographical heroism as
a defense to mortality salience can be seen in the way that
the life stories of the recently and unexpectedly deceased
are often immediately altered following their death. A
description of the person’s characteristics and life story
that would have been considered completely acceptable
prior to death is, by virtue of their death, immediately
converted into a reality that is no longer socially
acceptable. We are unwilling to convey the same kind of
negative information about a person who is recently
deceased. Any information or stories that contradict or
interfere with the plausibility of a story of autobiographical
heroism, or at a minimum a positive life impact, is deemed
socially offensive.
Why is this? It may relate to the need to protect
ourselves from the stark reality of personal mortality by
providing a symbolic immortality defense for the recently
deceased person. Perhaps we construct this protective
covering of autobiographical heroism as a way of
demonstrating that symbolic immortality, including some
sense of autobiographical heroism, is not only possible for
community members, but is normal, appropriate, and
expected. This reinforces the role of the community in
serving as a source of protection against complete oblivion
at the point of death. For our purposes, it is yet another
demonstration of the role of community-supported
autobiographical heroism as a natural reaction to a
mortality-salience inducing event.
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We can see a more tangible and concrete expression
of this same tendency in the words used in grave epitaphs.
In 1980, Michel Vovelle (University of Provence AisMarseille) published a study of American grave epitaphs
appearing from 1660-1813. Of particular interest for our
purposes is that the extended epitaphs, those going beyond
simply the person’s name and dates, fell into clearly
delineated categories. Specifically, almost every one was
either a career biography or a portrait of the person’s
religious, moral, civic, social, and/or family qualities. In the
context of our current model, this fits cleanly with the idea
of defending against mortality salience by supporting the
community, the community values, and/or one’s sense of
autobiographical heroism. Over these centuries, when
loved ones have wished to immortalize some characteristic
of the deceased in an epitaph, that immortalization almost
universally fell within the framework of documenting their
support of the community and the community values
through their life and career stories.
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And so, once again, we returned to the original model.
Having reviewed some samples of the evidence, both from
experimental and historical studies, it appears that the
model has reasonable validity for our purposes. Next, as
we progress in examining results from more modern
scientific analysis of neural patterns and work towards
generating practical applications for charitable bequest
planners, we will continue to refer back to this basic model
of how humans react to mortality reminders. First, with an
immediate reaction of avoidance, and when such reaction
is no longer sufficient to protect against mortality
reminders, then moving to a second-stage defense of
pursuing symbolic immortality through a story of
autobiographical heroism that supports and is supported
by the community and the community’s values. (In the
academic literature these first-stage defenses are referred to
as proximal defenses, whereas the second-stage defenses
are referred to as distal defenses. However, for our
discussion purposes we will try to keep the jargon to a
minimum and so will continue to use the descriptions of
first-stage and second-stage.)
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6 UNDERSTANDING NEUROIMAGING
RESEARCH IN CHARITABLE GIVING

In this section we will shift away from the
psychological and theoretical models of mortality salience
and instead examine results recently generated in the lab,
using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). We
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will examine both results that have been published from
my lab and new, previously unpublished results.

In this examination of what neuroimaging can tell us
about charitable bequest decision-making, we will look at
five different areas. First, we will look at justification for
why the topic is worth exploring and why neuroimaging
may be useful in improving our understanding of these
decision making process. We will also review what has
already been done in previous neuroimaging research on
related topics.
Next, we will look at the basics of functional
magnetic resonance imaging experiments. Although it is
common practice in popular literature to skip over the
realities of fMRI experiments, without this basic
understanding it is easy to completely misinterpret
reported results. Next, we will examine the experiments
that were conducted in our lab, including all of the details
about the presentations of the questions and the analysis
conducted, excluding only the technical issues related to
statistical analysis and image acquisition. Next, we will look
at the results of these experiments. And then finally, we
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will shift to considering the applications of these results to
the real world practice of charitable bequest fund raising.

It is certainly the case that gaining a deeper
understanding of bequest giving is an important goal, if
only from a strictly financial perspective. Recent reports
showed estate giving exceeding $22 billion annually in the
United States. In comparison, this was a larger amount
than all corporate giving combine.
Not only is this amount large, but it will, by all
projections, continue to increase substantially over the
coming years. In the last 20 years charitable bequests have
more than doubled in real dollars. The next 20 to 40 years
has the potential for continued dramatic increases due
both to the increasing population of the older age groups,
and to the increasing propensity to engage in charitable
bequest planning among those in these age groups. Two of
the strongest indicators for having a charitable estate plan
are education levels and childlessness. Because we are able
to project both the future education levels and the future
childlessness rates among the age ranges that generate the
76

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

bulk of all charitable estate transfers (primarily, those in
their 80s and beyond), we can feel fairly confident that the
propensity to leave charitable bequests will be increasing
among this population, which itself will be increasing in
absolute size both in the United States and in Western
Europe.

Along with these already encouraging demographics,
there is additional potential for even more dramatic growth
in charitable bequest giving. This, of course, relates to the
dramatic behavioral gap between current giving and
bequest giving. To the extent that an increased
understanding of bequest giving may help to close some
small part of this massive gap, we could see phenomenally
greater increases in charitable estate transfers in the
coming years.
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As discussed previously, bequest giving is an area in
which traditional trial and error methodologies, which may
be effective for current giving, are of limited value.
Consequently, alternative methodologies for understanding
the charitable bequest decision-making processes are
particularly important in this area. We are, in a sense,
forced to go more deeply into an understanding of the
underlying neurological and psychological mechanisms,
because we cannot conduct the type of quick and easy
financial experiments that are possible in the field of
current giving.
If, as in current giving, we could quickly experiment
with different strategies and approaches, and quickly see
immediate financial differences, it might be less important
that we have a substantive understanding of the reasons
why different strategies do and do not work. In current
giving, we can see knowledge repeatedly tested, either
confirming or denying our expectations, because of a
continuous inflow of short-term results.
In charitable bequest giving there are almost no
short-term financial results. Indeed, the time for complete
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results is so long as to often exceed the typical tenure of a
fund-raising practitioner at a particular institution. Thus, in
the area of bequest giving it is much more critical that we
have accurate and scientific theoretical constructs
supporting why we do what we do in fundraising practice.
This need for scientifically supported theoretical constructs
leads us to the current examination, attempting to explore
the neurological characteristics of charitable bequest
decision-making.

Although there have been no prior neuroimaging
studies on the topic of charitable bequest decision-making,
there have been a handful of previous studies on the topic
of charitable giving. In the first neuroimaging paper on this
topic Jorge Moll and colleagues found that charitable
giving engaged regions referred to as mesolimbic reward
systems in a way that was similar to what occurred when
subjects received monetary awards. William Harbaugh and
others found that giving generated neural activity in reward
processing areas, specifically the ventral striatum.
It is important to note that such results are subject to
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more than one interpretation. Although the regions
activated are also activated as reward areas, this is not the
only stimulus that causes a reaction in these areas. It is
perhaps more accurate to describe these areas as being
sensitive to salience (or in a non-technical sense as
responding to anything that grabs our attention and focus).
Thus, for example, these same areas were engaged in
Harbaugh’s experiment when people lost money due to
forced “taxation” transfers to charities. However, we
wouldn’t be likely to interpret a taxation experience as a
reward experience. It seems that a much more plausible
account of these results is that taxation grabs our attention,
and that it is this salience which is being observed in the
neural activations reacting to forced taxation. Thus, there
is at least a conjecture that the practice of making a
charitable gift creates a reward in the mental structures in
the brain, but that there are alternative interpretations for
this activation.
This type of challenge is quite common in the field of
neuroimaging. The brain is complex and, consequently, the
same region or regions may be engaged for a variety of
different reasons and for a variety of different purposes.
As such, it is particularly helpful in this field to engage in
what I like to call “triangulation.” That is, we like to see
results that fit not only with other neuroimaging results but
also with results from other methodologies, including
quantitative and qualitative social science research.
Although neuroimaging can be quite helpful in improving
our understanding of a process, it is only one piece of the
puzzle.
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One consistent result across several neuroimaging
studies of charitable giving is that charitable giving engages
brain regions that are used in social cognition. In other
words, neurologically, charitable giving is a social act.
This was cleverly demonstrated by Keise Izuma and
colleagues in their 2009 study in which participants made a
series of decisions related to making charitable gifts out of
the money being paid to the participants for their
involvement in the study. The screen which presented
these choices also showed a video camera image of the
research assistants who were observing the participants
making these decisions. The research assistants were
present for some of the decisions, but for some sets of the
decisions, they left so that the participants saw only their
empty chairs alongside the charitable giving decision
choices. The researchers found that there was greater
activation in the reward/salience areas, specifically the
ventral striatum, when observers were present to watch the
charitable decisions. This helps to confirm the social
nature of charitable giving decisions. This reward
difference occurred even though the observers had no
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relationship with either the participants or the recipient
charities.
Both Todd Hare, et al. (2010) and Jorge Moll, et al.
(2006), found evidence of activation in brain regions
associated with social cognition, social attachment, and
social aversion. However, beyond these handful of studies
we know relatively little about the neurological processes
involved with charitable decision-making for current gifts,
and we know essentially nothing about the neurological
processes involved with bequest decision-making.

Next we will take some time to review the basics of
fMRI experiments. Again, such a review is important to
understanding the real significance of neuroimaging
results. Such results are often reported in an overly
simplistic and misleading way in the popular press. To
avoid this, we will take the time to walk through the core
concepts necessary to intuitively understand what fMRI
experiments are actually measuring.
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To begin with, we placed subjects in a magnetic
resonance imaging scanner. As you see in the above image,
people are lying on their backs and looking straight up.
The lab technician places the helmet like device seen in the
above image, over the participant’s head, and the moving
table slides the participant’s upper body into the imaging
machine. Participants can see a mirror which reflects a
computer screen projection. Thus, participants can view
any stimuli which can be placed onto a computer screen.
In addition, participants have response buttons in both
hands, allowing them to make choices and selections
among the different options shown on the computer
screen.
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As participants look at the various computer screens
and make choices using the buttons on each hand, we can
observe the differences in blood flow in different regions
of the brain, thus allowing us to infer which regions of the
brain are particularly engaged with the different types of
decisions.

84

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

In this case, the first-stage defense of avoidance is not
an available option. The bequest-related questions are
asked directly to the participants and no participants
refused to answer this block of questions. Consequently,
we do not explore the neural correlates of avoidance, but
instead explore the neural correlates of active bequest
decision-making.
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All of this may seem to be a rather weird
environment in which to make decisions or study decisionmaking. It is obviously not the normal, natural context in
which these decisions are made. Nevertheless, as abnormal
as this circumstance may initially seem, participants quickly
acclimate to the environment. Before answering our
questions, they have spent a substantial amount of time in
the scanner, being in the environment, and even working
with the buttons to familiarize themselves with the
processes. (For those familiar with the processes we
conduct the anatomical scan prior to any functional scans,
thus allowing the participants time to acclimate to the
environment.)

86

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

And now we will review some of the conceptual
details of neuroimaging. However, recognizing that the
readers of this text have no interest in changing their
careers to pursue neuroimaging, the following is an
attempt to provide a simplified story that conveys the
central, critical characteristics of neuroimaging research,
using a character I like to call “Vickie Voxel.”
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We begin with the simple idea that an fMRI picture
of the brain is made up of thousands of boxes, called
voxels. You may be familiar with the term pixel from a
computer screen in which images are made up of
individual dots called pixels. Neuro-images are also made
up of these dots. However, neuro-images are three
dimensional. Thus, the dots actually have volume, and are
therefore called voxels, as the term “voxel” is short for
“volumetric pixel.”
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In current neuroimaging technology these voxels are
relatively small, usually about the size of one peppercorn.
In our neuroimaging experiments, we used voxels that
were 2x2x2 millimeters in size. Although it is possible to
use smaller voxel sizes, this increases the amount of time
each scan through the brain takes and consequently there
are trade-offs in the quality of data obtained. At this level
of resolution, we were able to take complete scans of the
brain every three seconds.
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Although a voxel size of 2x2x2 millimeters may seem
to be a very small area of analysis, each voxel contains
thousands and thousands of individual neurons. Thus, the
technology is such that we are able to observe only large
areas of simultaneous activation rather than individual
neuron firings.
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Although we cannot see individual neurons fire, we
can see when a large group of neurons fires in the same
area. The mechanism by which we are able to identify the
firing of neurons within a voxel is by observing changes in
blood oxygenation. We observe these changes because as
many neurons begin to fire, the body reacts to this firing
by rushing oxygen to the region to help the neurons
replace the oxygen used during firing.
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It is this rush of oxygen to the region that causes
changes within the voxel region. Specifically, the voxel
begins to change color.

The voxel becomes redder due to increased
oxygenation of the blood in that region.
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This increased oxygenation does not happen
instantly, but takes place over several seconds as the voxel
region gradually becomes more and more heavily
oxygenated and consequently becomes more red.
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And so, while it is not accurate to refer to areas of the
brain that “light up,” it is accurate to refer to regions of the
brain that turn more red as the result of oxygenation. It is
this change in oxygenation that we observe in the fMRI
machine.

The fMRI machine can see this color change because
oxygenated blood (which is more red) is less attracted to
magnets, than deoxygenated blood (which is more blue).
The oxygen essentially covers the iron molecules within
the blood, causing it to be less attracted to magnets. It is
this difference in the para-magnetism of the tissue that an
fMRI machine can observe and record.
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The signal measured by the fMRI machine is referred
to as a BOLD signal, because it is Blood Oxygen Level
Dependent. As blood oxygen increases, the attraction to
magnetism decreases. As blood oxygen decreases, the
attraction to magnetism increases.
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We use this BOLD signal to estimate the likelihood
that a voxel or group of voxels is activated in response to
some stimulus.

But, fMRI data does not begin in a simple form
showing clear activations.
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Instead, fMRI data starts out like the snow on a
black-and-white television screen. It contains the signal we
are interested in, but it also contains a lot of other signals
that we are not interested in.
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The reasons for this noisy signal are that the brain is
noisy and the scanner itself is noisy.

First, the brain is noisy. What we mean by saying that
the brain is noisy is that the brain is constantly active,
constantly firing, constantly receiving input, and constantly
sending instructions. Although this represents real neural
activations, these are not activations that we are
particularly interested in. If we simply asked what regions
of the brain are active when a person engages in task “X”,
the real answer may very well be that all regions of the
brain are active. The brain is a great multi-tasker. It
regulates heartbeat, blood flow, movement, vision, and
body temperature. It does many, many, many things
simultaneously. And the cognitive process that we may be
interested in is only one of the large number of processes
that the brain may be engaged in at any one point in time.
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But it is not simply a matter of separating cognitive
processes from other neurological processes. It is in fact
the case that conscious thought itself is scattered. Even
when we are trying to concentrate on something, it is a
challenge to maintain that narrow focus.
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So given that our brains are noisy, how do we design
experiments that will give us meaningful results rather than
just a pile of brain noise? We do this by employing two
simultaneous strategies. The first strategy is to think in
contrasts and the second is to use repetition.

Fundamentally, the most important concept to
understand about neuroimaging data is that all
neuroimaging results demonstrate a contrast between two
or more situations. It is not fundamentally meaningful to
ask, “what happens in the brain when a person is doing
task X”, because of the simultaneous, multi-dimensional
activity of the brain. Rather, it is meaningful to ask only
“what happens in the brain when a person is doing task X
AS COMPARED WITH task Y”.
This is a core characteristic of neuroimaging results
that is often excluded from popular press reports. We deal
with the constant unrelated activity in the brain by
comparing what takes place during one kind of activity
with what takes place during another kind of activity. By
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doing so, we are able to cancel out the normal activation
that occurs in the brain in both conditions.

Visually, we can think about the problem in terms of
an old “black-and-white” television image. If we were to
look at an image of neural activation during a task, we
would see the equivalent of a screen filled with white noise
or “snow”. When we looked at the image of a related task,
we would also see an image of “snow.” However, if we
subtracted the second image from the first, we would, by
that process, subtract out the noise and retain the
activations that uniquely differentiated the first task from
the second.
It is by this process that we are able to generate brain
images that show activation in only a small number of
regions. However, we must never forget that these brain
images are not the result of neural activations during task a
but are instead the result of subtracting the neural
activations in one task from the neural activations in
another task.
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So when we read any neuroimaging results, in the
popular press or otherwise, we must always think of those
results in terms of contrasts comparing one activity to
another.

Understanding this, we then attempt to design
experiments that isolate our key characteristic of interest
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by comparing with similar tasks that are different in small,
but important, ways.

Ideally, we want to create an experimental paradigm
where the comparison task is identical to the control task
except for one variation of particular interest. The reason
we want to create experiments like this is so that when we
contrast (subtract) the images from the experimental
condition and the control condition, those differences will
be uniquely associated with that single variation of interest.
In that way, we can more precisely understand exactly
what the neuroimaging results are measuring.
The problem is that if we compare two situations
which differ in many different ways, then we won’t know
which of these differences were related to the change in
neural activation. We will only know that one of the many
differences between the two conditions, or perhaps some
combination of them, was responsible for the difference in
neural activation. Unfortunately, this means we will have
less understanding of exactly what stimulus difference
generated the observed changes. Perhaps more critically is
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to understand that all neuroimaging data is comparison
data. We do not want to make the mistake of saying, for
example, “This is what happens in the brain when people
engage in activity Z.” Instead, we want to understand that
neuroimaging experiments reveal brain activation differences
between activity Z and activity X.

The next critical component of neuroimaging design
is that neuroimaging experiments must be designed for
repeated activations. In order to be able to identify the
differences between two conditions we must be able to flip
back and forth between the two conditions multiple times.
Ideally, we’d like to flip back and forth every 20 seconds
from condition one to condition two. And, we would like
to do this for an extended period of time, say, for example,
eight or nine minutes. This repeated activation is
important for our ultimate results. The data that we get
from neuroimaging is noisy, both because there is a great
deal of an uninteresting activity in the brain itself, and
because of noise generated by the neuroimaging process.
In order to deal with this noise. We need to have a large
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number of repetitions of an activity. By repeating an
activity again and again and again, we can learn which parts
of the image are truly related to the activity and which
parts are simply unrelated noise.
This also deals with a common misunderstanding of
the neuroimaging process. Some people may look at the
results of a neuroimaging experiments and believe that
they may just as easily be reflecting the random
daydreaming that subjects engaged in while lying in the
scanner. The reason why we are reasonably confident that
this is not the case is because of the analysis of so many
repetitions across so many participants. For example, if a
participant was thinking about what he or she was going to
have for lunch instead of the question on the screen in
front of him or her, it is unlikely that he or she would be
thinking about lunch during each of the 40 times that the
experimental condition was present, and somehow, not be
thinking about lunch during each of the 40 times that the
comparison condition was present. In this way, the large
number of repetitions helps to filter out the noise or
random thoughts that are common in our cognitive
processes.
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Additionally, we are able to filter out noise by
comparing the activations of several different participants.
Just because one participant may have been daydreaming
during parts of the experiment does not pose a problem,
because it is highly unlikely that the other participants were
daydreaming about the same things at the same times.
Thus, we are not too concerned about the effects of
random noise or random thought, because the analysis
focuses on those neural activations that were common
across all repetitions of the particular condition and were
common across all participants who were exposed to the
same condition. Thus, random thoughts would only be a
problem if they simultaneously occurred among most or all
of the participants and additionally occurred during the
experimental condition but not during the comparison
condition.
This brings us to another distinction of neuroimaging
research. In most social science research, we gain
confidence in our results largely by increasing the number
of people participating in our survey. (This is, in fact, the
type of research I have been engaged in for many years,
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also looking at the topic of charitable bequest planning,
but from a very different methodological perspective.)
However, in neuroimaging we get to a large number of
observations, not by having a massive number of people
scanned in the fMRI machine, but instead by having a
relatively small number of people scanned who are
engaging in the task of interest a large number of times.
We may actually get to a similarly large number of
observations in neuroimaging, but we do so with a much
smaller number of participants.
Thus, it is not uncommon to see neuroimaging studies
with between 12 and 35 participants. To the extent that we
are interested in neural correlates that are universally
shared across all humans, such a small sample is
completely appropriate. However, as with all research,
there is always the risk of obtaining an unusual sample that
is completely distinctive from the population in general in
the key characteristics of interest. Thus, as with most areas
of scientific inquiry we gain confidence in results only
slowly and with repeated replications produced by a variety
of different researchers. Unfortunately, as the results
reported here come from the first experimental inquiries
into charitable bequest planning, we do not yet have a
large range of replications that would increase our
confidence in the results. However, to the extent that these
results also correspond with findings from completely
different methodologies of inquiry, we may begin to feel a
bit more confident in the results as we await future
replications and extensions.

107

7 RESULTS OF NEUROIMAGING
EXPERIMENTS IN CHARITABLE
BEQUEST DECISION-MAKING

In this section we look at the experiments actually
conducted in our laboratory using neuroimaging. The first
set of experiments was focused on comparing bequest
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giving decision-making with regular giving and
volunteering decision-making. As discussed previously, in
neuroimaging the goal is to compare the task of interest
with a control task that is similar in all ways, except for
one. Thus, in this case we use the relatively similar tasks of
contemplating giving and volunteering as a comparison
points.

Because there had already been previous
neuroimaging experiments completed related to charitable
giving, we wanted to use this as one of our comparison
points. Additionally, understanding the difference between
bequest giving and current giving is, ultimately, related to
the central task of the inquiry. This is because there is a
dramatic behavioral gap between people’s propensity to
engage in current giving and their propensity to engage in
bequest giving. Consequently, we are particularly interested
in understanding the differences between these two
decision-making behaviors that might help us better
understand the massive behavioral difference in the
propensity to engage in the behaviors. As a final point of
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comparison, we also include the category of volunteering
decision-making.

What did we expect find when we started this study?
Because this was the first inquiry into this field of study,
our expectations were consequently pretty generic.
However, an obvious difference between current giving
and bequest giving is that bequest giving patently involves
the contemplation of one’s personal death. Thus, we
anticipated that there would be some neural activations
distinguishing bequest giving that would relate to the
death-related nature of bequest contemplation.
Unfortunately, there is only very limited fMRI research on
death-related contemplation.
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The line of neuroimaging research most closely
related to death contemplation comes from research on
the topic of grief. In particular Harald Gündel, et al.,
(2003), were the first to scan participants who had lost a
close relative in the previous year. For purposes of that
study, “close relative” referred to someone who was a
first-degree relative, meaning a parent, child, or spouse.
After asking subjects to describe the conditions of the
deceased’s final illness and funeral, the researchers then
used the words from this description as “grief-related”
words and contrasted the reaction to these words with the
reaction to the presentation of neutral words in the
scanner. Thus, the “grief-related” words, although unique
to each individual, were likely to include phrases related to
death, illness, and funerals. In these results, the only region
showing significant activation in response to the griefrelated words, as contrasted with neutral words, was a
brain region known as the precuneus.
The precuneus is a brain region which we will have
cause to explore in much more detail later. However, for
the present, consider that this region is often engaged
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when a person takes an outside perspective of himself or
herself. Thus, if you were to imagine yourself in a scene
from the perspective of an outside observer, such an
imagination might engage the precuneus region. It is
possible that the grief-related words may have caused
individuals to flash back to individual scenes in the
hospital or funeral home where, perhaps, they envisioned
the scene as an outside observer, including both
themselves and the deceased in the imagined scene.
Additionally, some other research suggests that
precuneus activation increases gradually as we move from
envisioning a complete stranger to envisioning one who is
more closely connected to us, ultimately then generating
the highest activation when envisioning ourselves. This
again would fit with the idea that words reminding the
participants of their recently deceased loved one might
bring to mind images that would activate the precuneus.
In a more recent study, Peter Freed, et al. (2009),
examined those who had lost a long-time pet within the
previous three months. Again, in that study, reminders of
the deceased pet created activations uniquely within the
precuneus region of the brain.
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For our initial study we used 16 adult male subjects.
Prior to entering the scanner the participants spent time
reviewing the names of all charitable organizations that
would be used in the experiment along with descriptions
of the purposes and activities of the organizations. In
addition, participants reviewed all terms used in the study
to ensure that they were familiar with the words prior to
being presented with the questions. Subjects had two right
hand and two left hand response buttons, giving them a
total of four response options. Consequently, several of
our questions involved four response options,
corresponding to the four available buttons.
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The comparison questions used in this study are listed
above. There were a total of 96 questions presented to
each participant. The three questions (giving, volunteering,
and bequest) were asked for 28 large charitable
organizations and four family member categories. Each
recipient group was presented in 16-second pairs of two
bequest questions or two giving questions or two
volunteering questions. For each pair of organizations or
individuals, the questions were presented in the sequence
of two bequest questions, followed by two giving
questions, followed by two volunteering questions, or,
alternatively, two giving questions, followed by two
bequest questions, followed by two volunteering questions.
The actual recipient organizations and individuals
presented in their order of presentation was as follows:
UNICEF; CARE; World Wildlife Fund; The Nature
Conservancy; Ducks Unlimited; National Audubon
Society; Wildlife Conservation Society; a church,
synagogue, mosque, and so forth; a missionary or
missionary organization; a religious school (K-12); a
religious college or university; a religious disaster relief
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organization; The YMCA; your parent or parents; your
child, niece, or nephew; your brother or sister; your
grandparent, aunt, or uncle; The American Cancer Society;
The American Alzheimer’s Association; The American
Heart Association; The American Diabetes Association;
Komen Breast Cancer Foundation; YWCA; Boys and Girls
Clubs of America; Girl Scouts or Boy Scouts; Big
Brothers/Big Sisters of America; Campus Crusade for
Christ; Christian Broadcasting Network; Focus on the
Family.
It may be worthwhile to discuss for a moment the
reason why the questions were constructed in the way that
they were. Remember, that the goal is to construct the
questions so that they are as similar as possible, except for
the one variation of interest. In this case, we converted all
questions into a contemplation of the behavior if faced
with the question in the relatively near future.
Previous studies on charitable giving using fMRI were
able to examine real charitable giving decisions that
involve the transfer of small amounts of funds to
charitable organizations, usually taken out of the
participant’s payment for participating in the experiment.
Thus, in that sense, the previous studies were examinations
of fundamentally more “real” behavior, because the
choices had actual economic consequences. However, we
did not use that comparison point in this study because it
is not feasible to enforce a bequest decision within an
experimental environment in the same way that a current
giving decision can be immediately charged. Thus, because
we wanted all of the comparison points to be as similar as
possible, we pushed all comparison points to
contemplation of the decision in a near-term future setting.
Although it is reasonable to object that this is an
analysis of contemplating future behavior rather than
immediate behavior, we were most concerned with the
differences between the giving, volunteering and bequest
decision-making processes. Given that, what is most
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important is that the context between the three types is as
similar as possible. In a subsequent study described later,
we increased the realism and the immediacy of the
decision framework for charitable estate planning using a
different approach, with different points of comparison.

So what were the results of the study? First, we can
look at the behavioral results. In other words, how did the
participants respond to the questions presented? The
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above table shows the descriptive statistics for the
selection of the four different response levels. It appears
that the 16 second intervals allowed for the question pairs
was sufficient to allow time to respond to the questions, as
demonstrated by the relatively low frequency of missing
responses. A missing response means that the participant
did not press any of the response buttons during the
period in which the question was presented on the screen.
However, in the circumstance that a respondent pressed a
button within one-half second of the removal of the
question from the screen, this was assumed to be a
response to the question, and was counted as such. It may
also be that the bequest question was more challenging to
contemplate given the slightly higher proportion of
missing responses.
In this table, we see a similar result to the real world
reality where bequest giving was less likely than current
giving. Participants reported that they were less likely to
leave a bequest gift as compared with their likelihood of
making a current gift. Thus, the gap we see in the real
world was also seen in these results. Further, these results
showed a relatively good distribution among the four
categories, in the sense that all categories were used in a
substantial number of the responses.
It is worth noting that we were asking people to
project their future behavior rather than engage in any
costly behavior today. Doing so clearly increased the
likelihood that responses could be subject to social
acceptability bias. In other words, people tend to attribute
positive or pro-social intentions or actions to themselves
when responding to questions that will be observed by
others. This social acceptability bias would be a great
concern, if we were using these results as a method to
predict the actual subsequent behavior of the participants.
However, in this case we are not using the data in that way,
which makes the problem less of a concern.
In other words, we are not particularly concerned
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with the ability of these responses to accurately predict the
actual future behavior occurring in the next three months.
Instead, we are interested only with the neurological
correlates for contemplating each type of behavior. And,
more particularly, we are actually interested in the
differences in the neural activations associated with
contemplating future bequest gifts as contrasted with
contemplating future current gifts or future volunteering
of time. Thus, what is most critical is that the comparison
is similar across all three conditions and that the
comparison engages the contemplation of the three
behaviors. The extent to which these responses
correspond with later actual behavior is not critically
relevant to the exploration here.

So what areas were ultimately more engaged for
bequest contemplation than for charitable giving
contemplation or volunteering contemplation? We will
look at the specific neuroimaging results table next, but the
above images show the location of the two areas of most
interest specifically associated with bequest decision118
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making. These two areas were the precuneus and the
lingual gyrus. The precuneus was mentioned before and
will be covered in more detail later. The lingual gyrus is an
area related to vision and visualization.
The lingual gyrus activation also increased as the
projected likelihood of making a charitable bequest
increased. This means that comparing the neural
activations in participants when they had a high level of
agreement with the bequest giving statements with their
neural activations when they had a relatively low level of
agreement revealed an increasing level of activation in the
lingual gyrus, corresponding with the increasing level of
agreement. (This is being examined in what is referred to
as “parametric modulation” analysis, which was conducted
separately from the comparisons of bequest and current
giving.)
This type of analysis is particularly important for
understanding the lingual gyrus activation. Because the
lingual gyrus is a visual (and visualization) area, it is likely
to respond to differences presented in the visual field. This
is a concern with the initial analysis because the bequest
questions were slightly longer than the comparison
questions. And thus, there is some risk that the distinction
between the bequest condition and the comparison
conditions was generated simply by the longer length of
the text.
The “parametric modulation” analysis was conducted
in order to address this concern. This deals with the
concern because the parametric analysis compares
responses to different bequest questions. Thus, the
bequest question text framework would have been
identical across all bequest questions. Further, a post hoc
analysis of the level of agreement for each recipient
revealed no association between the length of the recipient
name and the level of agreement. This confirms that the
neural activation revealed in the “parametric modulation”
analysis was not driven by different word lengths. Having
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eliminated this mechanism of differential activation in the
lingual gyrus, the “parametric modulation” analysis still
found an association between increased agreement with
making a charitable bequest and increased activation in the
lingual gyrus. The ultimate result of this analysis is to
increase the confidence in the hypothesis that the
increased lingual gyrus activation relates to the bequest
giving contemplation process and not to the character
length differences in the text of the questions.
As we examine the physical location of the core areas
of distinction for the bequest contemplation questions, it is
notable that these regions do not occur in the front of the
brain. In other words, we are not seeing distinctions in the
purely rational, intentional reasoning parts of the brain
associated with the prefrontal cortex. Instead, we are
seeing differences towards the back of the brain
specifically related to visualization and self-referencing.

The previous chart displays the neuroimaging results
for three different contrasts. First, we contrast bequest
giving with current giving. Second, we contrast bequest
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giving with volunteering. And finally, we contrast bequest
giving with both current giving and volunteering
simultaneously. This displays the regions that were more
active for bequest contemplation at a statistically
significant level. In the first set of results, we find that only
two regions were significantly more activated during
bequest contemplation than during contemplation of
current giving. Those two areas were the lingual gyrus and
the precuneus. The lingual gyrus was activated in both the
left and right hemispheres centered just slightly left of
center. The precuneus activation occurred in the right
hemisphere. The lingual gyrus activation was larger,
activating almost 400 voxels differentially, as contrasted
with the 313 voxels activated differentially in the
precuneus region.
Turning to the second set of results, we see a similar
outcome. Both the lingual gyrus and precuneus (in
locations similar to those seen in the contrast with current
giving) were more heavily activated during bequest
contemplation than during volunteer contemplation. As a
side note, we see that the precentral gyrus was also
significantly more activated during bequest contemplation
than during volunteering contemplation. However, this
activation is not of interest to us, because it relates to the
difference in button pushing associated with the different
levels of agreement to the two questions. Consequently,
we will ignore this activation for future discussions.
Finally, in the third column we compare the neural
activations during bequest contemplation with those
occurring during either giving or volunteering
contemplation. As expected, we see similar results where
both the lingual gyrus and the precuneus regions
significantly increased activation during bequest
contemplation. Note, that these results relate to the initial
study involving 16 adult male participants. However, the
same analysis was also conducted at a different time, using
21 female participants. The results of a combined analysis
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on all 37 participants resulted in similar outcomes, with
peak activation differences in the precuneus, the lingual
gyrus, and regions related to button pushing.

The previous chart showed the statistical results from
the parametric modulation analysis. Here we are not
contrasting bequest giving with other types of giving, but
rather contrasting bequest giving contemplations where
the responses were more or less positive. The first set of
results shows that activation in the lingual gyrus increased
with an increasing agreement to leaving a charitable
bequest gift. The only other area of significantly increased
activation associated with increasing agreement was a
region associated with the physical act of button pushing.
(Specifically, this shows greater activation in the button
pushing regions of the left hemisphere which corresponds
to using the right hand. The right hand was, in this study
design, associated with the more positive responses.
Consequently, the activations of the postcentral gyrus here
and the precentral gyrus in the next analysis are both
completely expected, and uninteresting.)
Although not the focus of the remainder of this text,
there was also an increased activation found in the insula
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associated with increasing disagreement with bequest
giving. This means that as resistance to making the bequest
gift increased, so did activation in the insula. The insula
has previously been associated with emotional responses,
including negative responses such as disgust or aversion.
Thus, the possibility that this activation reflects association
with (negative) emotional reactions to the proposed
bequest beneficiary makes sense.

So what do these activations mean? Although brain
regions are often associated with a range of actions, we can
begin by reviewing the most common associations related
to our regions of activation. The lingual gyrus is part of the
visual system. Thus, it is involved in visual activity.
However, the lingual gyrus has also been associated with
internal visualization. For example, previous research has
found that damage to the lingual gyrus can result in losing
the ability to dream.
The precuneus has been called the “mind’s eye”
meaning that it is often engaged when we take an
outsider’s perspective on ourselves or our situations. If we
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were to look at ourselves as an outside observer, i.e., from
a third-person perspective, we would potentially see
increased activation in the precuneus. Corresponding with
this role, the precuneus has also been implicated in the
visual imagery of memories involving the self.
Combining the primary functions of the two regions
suggests that what may be taking place here is a
combination of visualization and a third-person
perspective on one’s self. In other words, it appears that
the activations are consistent with a visualized
autobiographical cognitive processing. Let us turn to other
studies that have looked at this concept of visualized
autobiography.

In Gilboa, et al., (2004) researchers worked with
family members of older adult participants to acquire
photographs taken from across the participants’ lives.
These photographs were not simply portrait images of the
participants, but rather photographs from active scenes
involving the participant. During the scanning session,
participants were shown these images. The analysis
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compared those images which the participants rated as
being vividly memorable with those images which the
participants did not recall (or only vaguely recalled). In this
way, the researchers were able to distinguish the special
neural regions associated with vividly recalling
autobiographical memories from one’s own life. This vivid
recollection of visual memories associated with different
stages of one’s life differentially activated both the
precuneus and the lingual gyrus. This finding is particularly
interesting for our results because it demonstrates
activations in both of the regions that were differentially
activated by our experiment.

In that study, the authors indicated that retrieving
detailed vivid autobiographical experiences was uniquely
associated with the precuneus and lingual gyrus, in
addition to the hippocampus. The hippocampus is a region
known to be related to memory recall. Given that the
hippocampus is involved with recalling experiences, it is
not necessarily a surprise that we did not see hippocampus
activation associated with bequest decision-making.
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Instead, it may be that what we are seeing is visualized
autobiography projected into the future.
In other words, perhaps the bequest decision-making
process can accurately be conceived of as the process of
completing the final chapter in one’s visualized
autobiography. Thus, we see the activation in regions
associated with vivid autobiographical experiences, but not
activation in regions associated with memory recall.

Additional evidence of this idea that bequest
decision-making involves visualized autobiography
projected forward into the future, comes from results
associating visually traveling through time with activation
in the precuneus and lingual gyrus. Specifically, in Viard, et
al. (2007), four of the six regions showing significant
activation when reliving events were in the precuneus and
lingual gyrus. The authors referred to this as mentally
“traveling back in time.” Similarly, in research by Denkova,
et al., (2006), three of the four most statistically significant
regions associated with recalling autobiographical personal
events were also in the lingual gyrus and the precuneus.
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Putting all of this evidence together suggests that a
simultaneous activation in the lingual gyrus and the
precuneus may indicate the presence of some form of
visualized autobiography. In the context of this previous
research, the visualized autobiography was related to
existing memories. However, in our context, we were not
asking people to recall previous memories, but rather were
asking them to contemplate a future action. Taking a
broader perspective, we may be engaging the areas related
to one’s life story. The recipient of the bequest gift may
relate to one’s life story, which may be perceived in visual
terms. Although the precise connection is not final, there
does seem to be an association with these regions which
previously, when combined, have been activated in tasks
involving visualized autobiography.

The idea that the precuneus is particularly involved in
taking a third person perspective on one’s self has been
demonstrated in a variety of previous research. For
example, when people are asked to observe themselves
from an outside perspective, this has been shown to result
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in activation of the precuneus. However, this activation is
not limited to taking a visual outside perspective on one’s
self. It can also be activated when subjects are asked to
describe their own physical and personality traits as
compared with describing another person’s traits. The
description of one’s own physical and personality traits
differentially engages the precuneus. Another research
study found that activation in the precuneus was greatest
when referencing one’s self, somewhat lower when
referencing a person closely connected to the subject, and
lowest when referencing a neutral reference person.
Finally, research using a very different methodology
found even more powerful evidence for the engagement of
the precuneus in self-referencing. This involved the use of
transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS). TMS uses
magnetic stimulation to interfere with the normal neural
activity of the brain in a small region. When interfering
with normal neural activations in the precuneus region,
researchers found that such interference reduced the ability
to recall judgments about one’s self more than the ability
to recall judgments about others. This suggests that the
precuneus is particularly involved with self-referential
judgments, given the differential effect of precuneus
interference on such cognitive processes.
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As demonstrated in the above quotations, other
researchers have previously suggested that the precuneus
may be particularly involved in projecting oneself across
time. Again, this is consistent with the idea that charitable
bequest contemplation involves the projection of the self
across time, perhaps through a mechanism appropriately
described as visualizing the final chapter of one’s
autobiography.
It is important to note that, as this is the first inquiry
into charitable bequest decision-making from a
neuroimaging perspective, these hypotheses are only
potential descriptions of underlying mechanisms. We have
results from previous research that supports this
possibility, and make it a plausible hypothesis. However,
this is by no means a settled issue, rather this is simply an
initial hypothesis that is consistent with previous
neuroimaging results.
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The suggestion of involvement of the lingual gyrus in
autobiographical visualization is also not a new one. As
seen above, researchers have previously suggested that
activation in this region plausibly relates to visual imagery
of one’s autobiographical memory.
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Ideally, a proposed hypothesis that is consistent with
neuroimaging results should also be confirmed by other
findings using other methodologies. So what then might
this hypothesis of visual autobiography look like in
practice? Claire Routley in her 2011 doctoral dissertation
completed a qualitative study resulting from interviewing a
number of older adults who had made charitable bequest
plans. In summarizing the findings of her qualitative, indepth interviews, Routley specifically emphasized the links
between the charities selected and the autobiographical
stories of the respondents. We will explore in more detail
some representative statements from this research.
However, this summary result suggests a potential
connection between qualitative interview results and
neuroimaging results, both centering around the idea that
charitable bequest contemplation involves visualized
autobiography.

In the next experiment, we attempted to take a
different approach to analyzing the neural correlates of
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charitable bequest decision-making. First, we attempted to
increase the realism of the decision-making context and
second, we compared not different types of charitable
giving, but different types of bequest recipients. In this
case we were not comparing bequest giving to current
giving or volunteering, but instead we were comparing
making bequest gifts to charitable organizations with
making bequest gifts to family members or making
bequests gifts to friends.

The above text shows what was presented to the
participants, across a large number of slides, in this
experiment. To begin with, the participants were informed
that at the end of the session a legally valid last Will and
Testament would be mailed to them at no charge, and that
the questions they were about to respond to would assist
in designing that plan. The idea here was to make the
decisions as real as possible, given the context that the
participants were in a scanner during the time that the
questions were being asked.
After this introduction, participants were asked about
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their preferences for leaving assets to charities, friends who
were not family members, and family members. This was
asked about residual (i.e., percentage) gifts, about specific
personal property items, and about specific cash gifts.
Participants responded to these questions by either
selecting a level of agreement or, in the case of the
percentage question, using a slider bar to select the precise
percentage intended for each separate recipient group. In
this section questions were asked not about individual
recipients, but only about recipient groups. Consequently,
we had a smaller number of repetitions with this analysis
as compared with the previous analysis. All together, we
had a total of nine different responses from 36 participants
to use in this analysis.

The preceding image shows the areas of greatest
differential activation comparing charitable bequest
decisions with bequest decisions to friends and family
members. The results show a greater activation in areas
associated with emotion and memory during bequest
decision making related to family members and friends
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than during bequest decision-making processes related to
charitable recipients. Activation was seen in the midcingulate cortex and posterior cingulate cortex as well as
the insula. These regions have previously been associated
with emotional responses. Additionally, greater activation
in the hippocampus, which, as discussed before, has been
associated repeatedly with memory and recall, was
associated with bequest decision-making involving friends
or family members as compared with bequest decision
making involving charitable beneficiaries.
Although this finding is unsurprising, it provides
some neurological evidence that bequest decisions
involving friends and family members naturally engage
much more substantial levels of emotion and memory than
do bequest decisions involving charitable recipients. At
this point we end the description of the results of the
neuroimaging of bequest decision-making. For the
remainder of this text, we will explore practical
implications of the findings from the neuroimaging
research.
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The suggestion that contemplation of charitable
bequests involves lower emotional and memory recall
activity as compared with contemplation of bequests to
friends and family is by no means shocking. However,
understanding this reality may be part of the answer to the
question of why charitable bequests are so much more rare
than bequests to friends and family. The understanding of
the relatively lower emotional and memory content of
charitable bequest contemplation may also lead to the
pragmatic consideration of attaching the charitable cause
to the memory of a friend or family member. In other
words, charitable bequests may be particularly compelling
when they are memorializing a deceased loved one. In this
way, the charitable cause, which we know generates
relatively less emotion and memory, might be attached to
the friend or family member, which we know generates a
higher level of emotion and memory.

So what then is the practical connection between the
neuroimaging results and actual charitable bequest
decision-making in the real world? I think it is instructive
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to look at some of the statements from the in-depth
qualitative interviews completed by Dr. Routley in her
dissertation. To make this distinction meaningful, notice in
the above quote where one participant describes his
reasons for including various charities that the description
is permeated with references to autobiographical
connections. These autobiographical connections may be
with the charity itself, or they may be with a deceased
loved one who was being memorialized through the
support of the charity.
In this simple description of motivations by this
respondent, we have the practical realization of the
neuroimaging findings in both of our studies. We have
both the connection of bequest decision-making with a
person’s life story and we have the use of memorialization
to give to the charity as a way of honoring a friend or
family member (thus, attaching the higher level of emotion
and memory associated with the person to the relatively
cold and impersonal corporate reality of the charity or
charitable cause).
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As another example, the above quote also
demonstrates the pragmatic reality associated with the
neuroimaging results from both sets of research. Put into
purely personal, qualitative, and descriptive terms, these
narratives correspond with the findings from
neuroimaging.
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8 TESTING MESSAGES TO
ENCOURAGE CHARITABLE BEQUESTS

Although we left behind neuroimaging results in the
previous chapter, we will continue to explore results from
other experiments in this chapter using a very different
methodology. Again following the idea of triangulation, we
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want to take results from the psychological experimental
literature and results from our neuroimaging to develop
effective marketing interventions to change the attitudes
and behaviors of potential donors. Ultimately, if the
previous theoretical musings cannot generate marketing
messages that impact behavior, then even if they might be
of interest to academics, they won’t help those who are
practicing in planned giving.
And so, in this section we will attempt to test some
interventions consistent with the findings from
experimental psychology and neuroimaging to see if these
have any effect on bequest giving intentions. And further,
we will explore the relative effectiveness of several
different messages on charitable bequest giving attitudes.
This is the first place where we test behavioral
interventions to see if there are practical implications of
what we have so far been exploring only in the theoretical
and neuroimaging realm. So let’s get started.

The fundamental problem is the same that we have
discussed throughout this text. The problem is that we
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have a gap. That gap is the difference between the
percentage of people who engage in regular substantial
charitable giving (which is a high percentage) and the
percentage of people who engage in charitable bequest
planning (which is a very low percentage).

So the bottom line, pragmatic question comes down
to this simple idea: what can we do to reduce the gap?
Specifically, what kind of marketing messages can we use
that will most effectively help us to reduce this gap. Notice
we are not concerned so much about how to get people to
care more about charitable organizations. Although that’s
an important question, that’s a question for fundraising
and development in general the question of greatest
interest for us is how do we reduce the gap between
people who are willing to give currently and people who
are willing to include a charity in their bequest planning.
The reason were not particularly concerned with how
to develop an initial interest in charitable giving is that the
gap is so massive that if we were able to simply close the
gap between current giving and bequest giving
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participation, we would increase bequest giving
participation by more than tenfold. Consequently, we are
focused, not on how to make people like charities, but
rather on how to eliminate the gap between their current
giving behavior and their bequest giving behavior.
(Perhaps at some point in the future if we are able to
eliminate this gap in practice and achieve a more than
tenfold increase in participation rates in charitable bequest
giving, then we can turn our attention to the question of
how we might best increase the level of connection to the
charitable cause in general!)

The bequest gap is driven by two different factors.
First is the issue of intention. In other words, “Do you
plan to leave a charitable bequest?” Second is the issue of
execution, that is, “Did you get the plan completed?” In
this particular set of experiments, we looked only at the
intention topic. Consequently, this was not exploring a
complete solution. If we are able to change people’s
intentions such that they plan to complete a charitable
bequest, that is a major step. But, a plan to complete a
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charitable bequest is, of course, not a completed charitable
plan. But, it is a necessary prerequisite. There is no reason
to explore how to encourage execution if the person has
no intention to leave a charitable plan to begin with. This
particular subcomponent of the gap is a necessary hurdle
that we must be able to get over, but it is not a sufficient
hurdle to produce the final results.

We explored the current giving and bequest giving
intention gap by asking two questions with regard to an
extremely wide range of organizations. The first question
is, “If you were asked in the next three months, what is the
likelihood you might give money to… [the particular
organization]?” We then compared the response to this
question with the response to the question, “If you signed
a will in the next three months, what is the likelihood you
might leave a bequest gifts to …[that same organization]?”
These intention questions were the same intention
questions that were used in the neuroimaging experiment.
We used the same questions, except in this case we took
them out of the scanner and put them out into the real
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world to see if we could alter the gap between current
giving and bequest giving intentions.
In our first set of surveys, we tested a total of six
different interventions using approximately 2,500 survey
respondents. These interventions were tested using five
different surveys, which included different combinations
of these interventions. This resulted in about 500
participants for each survey type, because the 2,500
participants were randomly assigned to receive one of the
five different surveys. Different surveys used different
interventions and so we were able to compare different
marketing interventions across the different randomly
assigned groups.
Surveys responses were collected from an online survey
service. Respondents were paid to complete the survey,
and were required to be U.S. residents. Several
mechanisms were used to ensure that the respondents
were paying close attention to the questions. For example,
the opening question was a simple, large font question of
“How often do you take surveys” with five options. Above
this question was a large paragraph of small font type
which included, in the middle of the paragraph, special
instructions regarding how to answer this question (by
clicking the “no response” button), and a special phrase to
enter into the accompanying text box. Those who did not
click the correct button and enter the special phrase were
kicked out of the survey and not allowed to take it. In
total, approximately a third of those who started the survey
were kicked out at this point for not paying attention to
the details of the questions. There were also other hidden
instructions included in the remaining parts of the survey.
Additionally, other mechanisms were used, such as
employing minimum times before subsequent questions
could be answered. These minimum time requirements
meant that the participants could not move on to the next
page until they had spent a sufficient amount of time
contemplating the previous questions. These were all
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mechanisms attempting to make sure that the answers
were thoughtful answers and did not come from
respondents trying to rush through the survey.

One difference from the questions presented in the
scanner was that participants had a much wide range of
responses available in the online survey. In the scanner
experiments, there were only four different levels of
agreement. The online survey used 100 different levels of
agreement, varying from 0 “absolutely no possibility under
any circumstances” to 100 “absolutely certain without any
possible doubt.” Responses were provided by using a
slider bar, which respondents could click and drag from 0
on the left to 100 on the right. The selected number was
displayed above the bar, showing what level of agreement
they had selected.
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In this experiment, we tested these results for 40
different large national charitable organizations which are
listed above. As you will see later, when comparing across
different groups, we often split organizations of the same
type into two different groups in order to measure the
effect of intervention types on each type of charity.
Because of the number of different interventions used
here, totaling six different types of interventions plus a
control group, we were not able to apply all seven
conditions to all 40 organizations. This would have made
the survey length unwieldy. In its current form the typical
respondent took about 35 minutes, on average, to
complete the survey.
The survey was available online and all surveys were
completed online. Respondents came from across the age
spectrum of adults, with some fairly young and some quite
old. In a later examination of the results we will separately
examine responses from older adults, about whom we are
particularly concerned when it comes to charitable bequest
planning.
Prior to having the participants answer questions
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related to bequest giving, they were required to answer a
series of questions intended to induce mortality salience.
The reason for this is that, in actual practice, bequest
decisions are made in a context that has an extremely high
level of personal mortality salience. In other words, the
estate planning process typically does not happen
instantaneously on the spur of the moment. Rather, it is an
extended process that involves an extended period of
contemplation of one’s own personal mortality. Because
that contemplation is inherent in the estate planning
process, we wanted to duplicate the same decision-making
environment, as much as possible, for our survey
responses in order to increase the similarity with real-world
decisions. Consequently, prior to answering our questions
of interest, participants answered questions related to their
preferences for personal funeral arrangements and burial
options as well as their knowledge of estate planning
related terms. Let’s now turn to examining the results of
the experiment.

To begin with, we received results for bequest
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intentions and gift intentions for all 40 charities from the
respondents who received no marketing interventions. In
the above chart, the column labeled “bequest intention,”
shows the average level of agreement with the bequest
intention question. Similarly, the column labeled “giving
intention” shows the average level of agreement with the
giving intention question. (These are the scores using the
100-point agreement scale shown earlier.) Because this was
an average response, it combined the typically large
number of respondents giving a very low score, with the
typically smaller number of respondents giving a high
score for each particular charity.
As we look at these results for all 40 different
organizations (here sorted from the highest bequest
intention to the lowest bequest intention) we see that there
were a wide range of scores associated with different
organizations. Some charities had relatively high giving and
bequest intentions among the people surveyed here. Some
had relatively low giving and bequest intentions among the
people surveyed here. However, there was one
characteristic that every single organization shared in
common. Whether they were ranked, on average, high or
ranked, on average, low, they all shared the common
experience of being ranked higher in giving intention than
in bequest intention.
This confirms the idea that the presence of a gap
between intention to give and intention to give through
bequest is universal. It was true for cancer organizations. It
was true for health organizations. It was true for
international relief organizations. It was true for animal
charities. It was true across the board. Thus, regardless of
whether or not your particular charity of interest was on
this list of 40 charities, we can say with pretty high
confidence that your charity also has a gap between donors
giving intentions and their bequest giving intentions. The
gap is universal. Next we turn to examining interventions
used in an attempt to close that gap.
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We tested six different marketing messages. Two of
these marketing messages were suggested by (or at least
consistent with) the experimental psychology results and
theory originating with “terror management theory.” Two
of the messages with two variations each were suggested
by the findings from our neuroimaging results.
In total, there were five different surveys types used for
this part of the study. The 2,452 respondents were
relatively evenly distributed among the five survey types,
resulting in about 500 respondents per survey version. As a
side note, it is important to realize that although the
interventions were consistent with these previous theories
or findings, whether or not the intervention worked would
not necessarily prove or disprove the previous theories or
findings. Describing the connection simply recognizes the
origin of the ideas for each intervention. Ultimately, the
goal is to use the ideas suggested by the theories to identify
effective marketing messages, and not to definitively
support or contradict the previous theories or findings.
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Previous research from terror management theory
suggests that, in the face of mortality reminders, we will be
particularly interested in expressions of our self or our
community that will live beyond us. We seek avenues that
provide some level of symbolic immortality. This idea of
symbolic immortality requires some sense of permanence.
In other words, we want something that lasts. If it doesn’t
last, then it doesn’t really provide significant psychological
support against the unpleasant thought of our own
disappearance and insignificance.
Playing off of this subconscious desire for permanence,
we created an initial message intended to emphasize the
impermanence of leaving money to noncharitable heirs.
The idea was to present accurate statistical evidence about
the rapidity with which inheritances are often spent as a
way to motivate people to consider adding charitable
beneficiaries along with gifts to heirs.

149

RUSSELL JAMES

This intervention was based upon the theoretical
assumption that people preferred to have permanence in
their bequest giving. If people actually didn’t prefer
permanence, then the intervention, which emphasized the
lack of permanence in noncharitable beneficiaries, might
not make sense. To measure whether or not this
assumption was valid, we asked people about their
preferences for permanence in current charitable giving
and bequest charitable giving.
The psychological experimental results from terror
management theory would lead us to believe that people
would like to have more permanence with a death-related
gift than with a current gift. Indeed, this is what we found
among those people who expressed a difference between
the level of permanence. These individuals expressed a
desire for greater permanence for bequest gifts by a margin
of greater than 2 to 1. Of course, this does not mean that
everyone holds the same opinion, but it does mean that
among those who had a difference in preference, the
dominant difference in preference was to prefer more
permanence for bequest gifts.
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Feeling somewhat confident about the differential
underlying desire for permanence, let’s move on to the
actual intervention used in this case. We will refer to this as
the “spendthrift heirs” intervention. First, participants
were provided with data from a recent national study
showing the substantial share of all heirs that spend all, or
at least half, of their inheritance within just a few months.
This is a published study and these are real results, so there
was nothing a false about this part of the presentation. The
results mentioned simply reflected the statistical reality of
what happens to inherited money.
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In addition to providing the initial information from
the study, we wanted to make sure that participants really
interacted with it. In other words, we wanted them to
think about the implications of this information. We
wanted them to really internalize the information
presented here. In order to do that, we included a series of
questions about their beliefs as to factors that contributed
to the rapid expenditure of inherited funds in the United
States.
Notice that some of the potential explanations also
emphasized the potential negative impacts of leaving
money to heirs, such as expenditure on addictive
substances, heirs who haven’t worked hard to earn their
money, or treating inheritance like a lottery winning. All of
these are intended to emphasize the impermanence and
negative associations with traditional bequest recipients as
compared to charitable bequest recipients.
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For the second set of interventions, we focused on
the idea of social norms. Results from terror management
theory experiments repeatedly confirm the idea that when
faced with mortality reminders, people tend to attach more
strongly to their in-group community and become more
committed to the values of their in-group community.
Using that knowledge, we created this intervention based
on the premise that, because of mortality salience, people
would become more attached to the in-group and in-group
values (and consequently become less attached to any outgroup or out-group values).
Because we didn’t know anything about the particular
in-groups of our respondents, other than that they were
U.S. residents, we chose national characteristics as the ingroup and contrasted that with other nation’s
characteristics as the out-group. It is useful to consider,
before we get into this specific intervention, the intention
behind its development. Simply put, we wanted to create
the most extreme intervention we could. We wanted to, as
strongly as possible, make the case for leaving a charitable
bequest as an appropriate social norm.
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The reason that we started with a strong intervention
was because if we got no response from the most extreme
intervention, then we could feel more comfortable with
the idea that these factors simply weren’t motivational.
Once the extreme intervention has failed, it is most likely
that softer versions of the same intervention would not
produce anything either. On the other hand, if the extreme
intervention did get a good response, then we could later
test more reasonable (and practical) versions of the
intervention. This is all a way to explain that the goal of
the intervention was to intentionally present the most
slanted information in order to see if it was possible to get
any impact at all.

So for this intervention, we began with a preliminary
statement intended to emphasize the idea that leaving a
bequest gift is the American thing to do. In particular, we
emphasized that it was a common American practice
among those of all different economic levels. The purpose
here was to emphasize that this behavior was an accepted
norm which would apply to the survey respondents
regardless of their economic level.
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The “American social norms” marketing message then
continued by asking a survey question regarding whether
or not the person would feel offended if they received an
inheritance from a family member and later learned that
the family member had left 10% of her estate to her
favorite charity. There are two reasons for this phrasing.
The first was to take the decision process and reverse it, so
that the person considers being the recipient rather than
the donor. It allows the person to fill the role of the
beneficiary, giving moral consent to the transfer of funds
to a charitable entity.
In this way we attempted to attach the positive social
value, in this case not being greedy, to the desired behavior
of leaving a charitable bequest. We attempted to attach a
positive social norm to the behavior by reversing the
decision context and then additionally, we broadcast group
agreement with the social norm by publishing the “running
total.” This percentage distribution for the “running total”
did not change during the course of the survey. Simply
put, this was not a running total. This was a methodology
used to suggest that essentially everyone agreed with
155

RUSSELL JAMES

leaving a bequest gift as an acceptable activity (or at least
96% of the sample agreed with that idea). The concept was
to show that if the person believed the behavior was
inappropriate, then they were clearly in a very small
minority (i.e., not confirming to group social norms).
Findings from terror management theory suggests that the
last thing a person wants to experience following mortality
salience is the sense that they are an outcast from their ingroup. Note that the information in the inset box is a
commentary and was not included in the original survey.

The next page of the survey essentially repeated this
same scenario but used the 5% charitable contribution
level rather than the 10% charitable contribution level.
This was just an attempt to repeat the information
supporting charitable bequests as an accepted social norm.
Once again, the “running total” demonstrated the vast
acceptance of this behavior. Note again that the
information in the inset box is a commentary and was not
included in the original survey.
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The last part of this intervention then asked a series
of questions about the “established” social norm. This
series of questions was intended to cause the participant to
interact with and contemplate the idea that the behavior is
not only a social norm, but is related to defining
characteristics of the national identity. Consequently, the
questions relate to other potentially positive defining
characteristics of the national identity to strengthen the
importance and in-group identity of the social norm.
To the extent that the social norm is identified not just
with the in-group (in this case one’s nation), but is
identified with the cherished values which define the core
characteristics of that in group, it makes rejection of the
social norm (charitable bequest giving) a rejection of the
ethical and moral norms of the national in-group. Note
again that the information in the inset box is a
commentary and was not included in the original survey.
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The above table shows the results from the control
group and the groups receiving the first two interventions.
The top four rows report results from the control group.
This group answered the giving and bequest intention
questions without any marketing message interventions.
Consequently, we will use these responses as our
158

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

comparison point throughout later analyses.
The second column reports the average giving
intention. The circled results show the average giving
intention across all organizations and the average bequest
intention across all organizations for the control group
that received no marketing messages. As expected, we see
that there was approximately a 10 point gap between
giving intention and bequest intention.
The third column reports the same results, but limited
only to those respondents who reported being age 50 or
above. Perhaps a bit disturbingly, the giving-bequest
intention gap was even greater for those who were age 50
and above. Thus, the problem appears worse for those
whose decisions matter the most.

The primary number we will focus on for this
research project is the giving-bequest intention gap.
Basically we want to know why people will give money,
but not leave a bequest. More to the point, we want to
know what can we do to reduce this tendency of people
who are willing to give money, to be simultaneously
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unwilling to leave a charitable bequest? We begin with the
reality that there is a substantial gap in the control group
that received no marketing messages. The gap is 10.3
points for the sample as a whole and 14.32 points for the
sample aged 50 and above. Notice this gap is not a
problem of people not liking the charity, which would
generate low numbers for both forms of support. Instead,
the problem is an aversion to one form of financial
support over another. The problem isn’t that people don’t
like the charitable organizations. Instead it’s about the
ways in which people are willing to act in response to their
support of the charity. It is this gap that we will attempt to
reduce, or ideally even eliminate, with our marketing
messages.

Moving further down the table, we see the first
results from our marketing messages. This first group read
the spendthrift heirs marketing message and then were
asked about bequest gift intentions for 20 of the 40
charities. Notice in this table that the charities are broken
into two different groups, that is group A and group B.
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When we divided charities into these two groups we
attempted to keep representatives of all of the different
charity types in both groups. Group A consisted of The
American Cancer Society, National Audubon Society, The
American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals, San Francisco Aids Foundation, Breast Cancer
Research Foundation, Foundation Fighting Blindness,
Boys and Girls Clubs of America, CARE, YWCA, The
Alzheimer's Foundation of America, Dana Farber Cancer
Institute, Wildlife Conservation Society, Guide Dogs for
the Blind, American Indian College Fund, Habitat for
Humanity, American Lung Association, Boy Scouts, The
United Way, The Salvation Army, and Joslin Diabetes
Center. Group B consisted of National Cancer Coalition,
Ducks Unlimited, The American Humane Association,
AIDS Project Los Angeles, National Breast Cancer
Foundation, Prevent Blindness America, Big Brothers/ Big
Sisters, UNICEF, YMCA, The Alzheimer's Association,
MD Anderson Cancer Center, World Wildlife Fund,
Canine Companions for Independence, United Negro
College Fund, Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer
Foundation, The American Heart Association, Girl Scouts,
Goodwill Industries, The American Red Cross, and The
American Diabetes Association.
The reason that we didn’t test each intervention with
every single charity is twofold. First, it would have
dramatically expanded the size of the survey instrument,
which already took on average 35 minutes. Second, it
would not allow the ability to easily test the effect of
stacking multiple marketing interventions.
Notice in this analysis, we are comparing the gap
presented by the experimental group (which received
marketing messages after the giving question but before
the bequest question) to the gap presented by the control
group (which received no marketing messages). We are
thus comparing two separate groups, rather than making a
before and after comparison of the same people. People
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have a hesitancy to change an initial response. Because of
this attachment to personal consistency, we may not be
able to see the impact of an intervention in a “before and
after” analysis. This is true even when the intervention
truly would have had an impact if the individual had not
already committed to a response prior to being exposed to
the intervention. This is the reason why in this analysis we
are comparing different groups, rather than “before and
after” changes.
The circled result shows us the difference in the gap
between the experimental group (which received the
marketing message) and the control group (which received
no marketing message). In this first example, the gap was
.88 points smaller for the experimental group (that
receiving the spendthrift heirs marketing message) as
compared with the control group (that received no
marketing messages). In other words, the group that
received the spendthrift heirs marketing message had a
current giving-bequest giving intention gap of 9.42 points
instead of 10.30 points.
This is modestly good news, in that it suggests this
marketing message may have had some positive effect in
reducing the gap between giving intention and bequest
intention. One advantage of focusing on the intention gap,
rather than the absolute level of bequest intention, is that it
avoids the problem of having one group that just
happened to be more charitably inclined than the other
group, and mistaking this for an effect of the marketing
intervention. Because we are focused on the gap (i.e., the
difference between charitable giving intention and bequest
giving intention) if one group was overall more charitable
or less charitable, it wouldn’t necessarily have any effect on
the gap. The gap measures the difference between the
desire to give by current giving and the desire to give by
bequest giving.
Although the .88 reduction in the gap is a positive step,
it is also relatively small. Fortunately, some of our other
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results are more encouraging.

The result circled above indicates that the “spendthrift
heirs” message had a much greater effect on older
respondents. It might be that the older respondents were
thinking of the spendthrift heirs as spending the
respondents’ money, where the younger respondents
might have been thinking about being a recipient of a
bequest transfer. It may also be that the younger
respondents were more likely to see immediate
expenditure as a completely appropriate use of an
inheritance.
Next we turn to the third group, which did not begin
by receiving the spendthrift heirs message, but instead
began by receiving the “American social norms” message.
Notice also that this third group answered questions about
the same set of organizations as the second group did.
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According to the circled results, for the sample as a
whole, the “American social norms” message appears to
have been more powerful in reducing the gap than the
spendthrift heirs message. Notice, however, that this was
not the case for older adults. For older adults, both
messages were relatively similar in their impact, although
the “spendthrift heirs” message was slightly more powerful
in reducing the gap.
This emphasizes the importance of age appropriate
messaging in this field. Ultimately, what we can say from
these first two results is that both messages appear to have
had some impact in reducing the gap. However, the
spendthrift heirs message was primarily effective for an
older audience, not a younger audience.
As an additional way to compare the impact of these
messages, we then gave the second message to the group
that already had received the first message and vice-versa.
After receiving both sets of marketing messages the
respondents in both groups then answered bequest
questions regarding the 20 remaining charities. It is
important to note that none of the marketing messages
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were delivered until after the current giving questions were
asked. These marketing messages were given between the
time that the current giving questions were asked and the
time that the bequest giving intention questions were
asked. Thus, the gap is never reduced by the intervention
changing the current giving intentions, but only by the
intervention changing the bequest giving intentions
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The above results suggest that these messages were
“stackable” in the sense that providing the second of the
two messages in both cases seemed to provide an
additional impact in reducing the giving-bequest intention
gap. This was true when the “spendthrift heirs” message
was added on to the “American social norms” message.
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This was also true when the “American social norms”
message was added on to the “spendthrift heirs” message.
Both were true for the sample as a whole and for the
sample limited to older adults.
Consequently, this suggests that these two
interventions are complementary. We could theoretically
emphasize both messages and get a bigger consequence
than when we simply emphasized one. Nevertheless, the
conclusions to be drawn from this are limited by the fact
that the second set of questions referred to a different set
of nonprofit organizations. Making a comparison across
groups, it does appear that there was a larger impact from
adding the “American social norms” message than from
adding the “spendthrift heirs” message and that this was
true in both the sample as a whole, and the older adult
sample.
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For the next set of interventions we will look at “life
story” messages with a visual component. The previous
neuroimaging results were consistent with the hypothesis
that bequest contemplation particularly engages visualized
autobiography regions as compared with current giving
contemplation. Following from this finding, we use
marketing messages taken from the Leave a Legacy®
campaign about the life stories of deceased donors and
how those deceased donors are continuing to make an
impact consistent with their life story many years after the
death of the donor. The text is taken from the Leave a
Legacy® campaign, however, the images are not those
used with the campaign materials. We used these different
images in part because we also modified the text of the
Leave a Legacy® campaign stories for an additional
variation where the stories were of currently living donors
and their plans for making an impact in the future through
planned charitable bequest giving, and we wanted the
images to be easily interchangeable with both types of
stories.
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The above is an example of the life stories of
deceased donors used in this survey.

The above shows an example modification of the
original text to generate life stories of living donors who
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have planned to leave a charitable bequest. Notice that the
text is kept as close to the original as possible while
changing the story from that of a decedent to that of a
living planner. Also note that different groups saw
different ads, but no one saw the same add in both
versions (i.e., no one saw the same add in both its “living
donor” and “deceased donor” formats).
The following images show the exact ads that were
used in these tests. The group exposed to the life stories of
deceased donors first would have seen the ads shown in
the left column (following the deceased donor ad shown
above). The group exposed to the life stories of living
donors first would have seen the ads displayed in the right
column (following the living planned bequest donor
shown above). The bequest questions for the first 20
charities were asked after the first set of ads (either living
or deceased donors) and then the questions related to the
remaining 20 charities were asked after the remaining ads
had been displayed.
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In order to make sure that individuals were paying
attention to the content of the advertisements each
advertisement was followed by different types of
questions. These questions asked about the content of the
ad. Some required the participant to remember the text
content. Others asked the participants’ opinions regarding
the characteristics of the advertisement. The primary goal
of these questions was to encourage participants to closely
examine the advertisements, knowing that they would later
be asked questions regarding the content.
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The above table displays these results in addition to the
one’s seen from the previous interventions. The results
from the deceased bequest donor stories show an impact
greater than any seen for the previous two interventions,
either alone or combined.
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In the results circled above, we can see that adding
living bequest donor stories to deceased bequest donor
stories did not appreciably change the impact on the
giving-bequest intention gap. This same result appears
relatively consistent throughout all of the applications of
these “life story” interventions, even when the sequence of
nonprofit groups was switched. Taken together, this
suggests that the two types of “life story” messages are not
“stackable” in the sense that adding one type to another
does not provide an additional large boost. Rather, the
messages appear to be largely interchangeable.
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In looking at all of the results from these tables, we can
take from it that although all of the ads appear to have a
positive impact in reducing the gap between giving
intention and bequest intention, overall, the donor life
story advertisements were more powerful than the other
interventions. There is also some evidence that the stories
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of deceased donors may be slightly more powerful than
the stories of living bequest planners. This remains to be
determined, however, by future tests specifically intended
to address this issue.
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Our final set of results relate to tribute gifts, either
memorial gifts for a deceased person or honoring gifts for
a living person.

This intervention was motivated by the neuroimaging
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results showing that much greater emotion and memory
activation attached to bequest decisions related to friends
and family members than bequest decisions related to
charities. This intervention is an attempt to attach the
charity with the emotion and memory associated with a
loved one. And further, it attempts to test whether or not
such an attempted attachment can make an impact on
stated intentions to leave a bequest gift.

The above slide shows the text of the questions for the
memorial or honoring gift reminders. First, respondents
were asked the question, “Do you have a deceased friend
or deceased family member who would have appreciated
your support of” a particular organization type, which was
then followed by example organizations. For example, one
question read, “Do you have a deceased friend or deceased
family member who would have appreciated your support
of a Cancer Research Organization (such as the National
Cancer Coalition, the American Cancer Society, The MD
Anderson Cancer Center, or the Dana Farber Cancer
Institute)?” Other organizations types (and specific
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organizations) were a Wild Birds Preservation
Organization (such as Ducks Unlimited or The National
Audubon Society), an AIDS research and care organization
(such as AIDS Project Los Angeles or San Francisco
AIDS Foundation), an animal welfare organization (such
as The American Humane Association or The American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals), a
Youth-Related charitable organization (such as The Big
Brothers/Big Sisters of America, Boys and Girls Clubs of
America, YMCA, YWCA, Girl Scouts, or Boy Scouts), an
Alzheimer's research and care organization (such as The
Alzheimer's Association or The Alzheimer's Foundation of
America), a blindness related nonprofit organization (such
as Prevent Blindness America or Foundation Fighting
Blindness), a diabetes research and treatment organization
(such as The American Diabetes Association or The Joslin
Diabetes Center), an International Relief charitable
organization (such as UNICEF or CARE), a nonprofit
organization supporting service dogs (such as Canine
Companions for Independence or Guide Dogs for the
Blind), a wildlife-focused nonprofit organization (such as
the World Wildlife Fund or the Wildlife Conservation
Society), and a breast cancer research organization (such as
the National Breast Cancer Foundation, Breast Cancer
Research Foundation, or Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer
Foundation)
If the respondent answered, “yes” to this question,
then they were asked to write at least 25 words describing
the friend or family member and their friend or family
member’s interest in or connection with the cause. If the
respondent answered, “no” to this question, they were
asked to write 25 words on another issue. This was done
primarily to equalize the workload between those who
responded “yes” and “no” to the question, so as to not
discourage “yes” answers. Following this reminder and
writing requirement, both the current giving and bequest
giving questions were asked again, although this time they
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were asked in the context of a gift honoring a deceased
friend or family member.
For the alternate version of this intervention the
deceased friend or deceased family member was replaced
with a currently living friend or family member in order to
compare the impact of tribute reminders for deceased
associates with tribute reminders for living friends or
family members.

Notice that here we are making a very different kind of
comparison to those made with the previous interventions.
Here we are comparing changes within the same individuals
by comparing their answers before the intervention to
their answers after the intervention. This may avoid the
previously discussed problem of participants anchoring on
their previous answer, because the second set of questions
were slightly different. The second set of questions asked
specifically about bequest gifts that honored or
memorialized a friend or family member. Thus, the idea is
that people would not feel that they were being
inconsistent if they changed their earlier response because
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the questions themselves had changed.
Because we are looking at the same people (before v.
after) we will be able to look directly at the change in their
bequest giving intention rather than relying on examining
only the gap between giving intention and bequest
intention. (Remember that the gap analysis allowed us to
protect against group differences in overall charitable
inclinations towards nonprofits. We don’t have to protect
against this in the current analysis because we are
comparing the same individuals’ responses before and
after the intervention.)

The above table of results shows the change in
bequests and current giving intentions before and after
each intervention. It compares stated intentions regarding
the general bequest question before and regarding the
narrower tribute bequest question after. In comparing the
responses after the memorial reminder, we see a notable
increase in charitable bequest intentions.
Note that this increase refers only to those who said
“yes” to having a friend or family member who would
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have appreciated their support of the organization. The n=
number refers to the total number of times a respondent
said “yes” to having a friend or family member who would
have appreciated his or her support for this category of
nonprofit organization. The number circled above shows
the impact of the memorial reminder among those who
had received no other marketing interventions. Note that
the impact here was even greater for the older adult sample
(+10.00 points) than for the sample as a whole (+8.55
points). Given the relative importance of decisions made at
older ages in generating charitable bequests, this is
particularly encouraging for this type of intervention.
Technical side note: As a conceptual matter leaving a
bequest gift that honors a deceased friend or family
member is a subcategory of leaving a bequest gift for any
purpose. Thus logically, we ought to see less willingness to
leave a bequest gift for a narrowly defined purpose than to
leave a bequest gift for any and every purpose imagined by
the donor. This is not, however, how humans think. Most
people do not naturally think of the ability to leave a
bequest gift that honors a deceased friend or family
member unless it is presented specifically as an alternative.
The next question is whether or not the improvements
seen from this type of intervention still occurred among
those individuals who had already seen a previous set of
marketing messages. The second row of results provides
the initial answer.
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These results suggest that the memorial bequest
opportunity can be “stacked” with other marketing
messages to achieve a high level of charitable bequest
intentions. Note that in this second column, we are
comparing the initial response to bequest intention
questions. In the circled category, this initial bequest
response occurred after the marketing interventions. This
means that the initial comparison point had already been
“bumped up” by the effects of the previously described
marketing messages.
Even though the initial comparison point had already
been impacted by the previous marketing messages, we
still see a very strong – nearly identical – impact from the
memorial reminders. This is quite an exciting result
because it tells us that in the context of an extended
marketing campaign we can stack the previous marketing
messages and memorial reminders to achieve higher and
higher levels of charitable bequest intentions. We next turn
to the question of whether or not this same effect can be
seen if we are honoring living family members as
contrasted with deceased family members.
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The next group of results comes from the same set of
reminders, but this time directed towards living friends or
family members. Taken together, the results appear to
show that honoring a living person was roughly as
effective as honoring a deceased person. For the group
receiving no other marketing interventions, honoring a
living person increased bequest intentions slightly less
(+7.43 points) than did the memorial reminders (+8.55
points). However, among those over 50, the effect was
stronger for living person reminders (+12.40) than for
memorial reminders (+10.00). Among those who had
received previous marketing messages, the effect was
slightly weaker for honoring a living person than for
memorial gifts in both age categories. To the extent that
honoring a living person was a weaker intervention, the
differences were quite small. However, given our mixed
results here, it appears the two interventions were
approximately equal in their effects.
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In contrast with the universally strong positive results
on charitable bequest intentions for tribute purposes, we
had universally negative results from suggesting that
people make a current gift to honor a living or deceased
friend or family member. This does not suggest that the
reminder reduces the desire to make current gifts for other
purposes, only that individuals are not interested in making
current gifts for the purpose of honoring a living or
deceased friend or family member. So the identical
intervention works exceedingly well for bequest giving and
exceedingly poorly for current giving.
This is once again another example of how bequest
giving is fundamentally a different animal than current
giving. This might be explained by cultural differences that
support the use of independently created bequest gifts for
these kinds of tributes, but expect that current gifts for
tribute purposes be initiated by someone else (such as at
the request of a close family member of the decedent or
honoree).
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The last analysis of this section looks at the possibility
of stacking a series of interventions together. In particular,
we want to look at the combined effects of first applying
the marketing message interventions (which apply to
charitable bequest decision-making in general) and then
adding to this general marketing intervention the reminder
of a friend or family member who would appreciate (or
would have appreciated) the support and asking about
interest in a tribute bequest gift. Learning whether or not
messages can be stacked is important. If a series of positive
results from different messages cannot be stacked, it
means we have multiple avenues to get the same result.
Although it is helpful to know that we have multiple
avenues to get to the same result, it is not as powerful as
learning that certain techniques, when placed together, can
have an even larger effect than when used alone. If
techniques can be successfully stacked, then we can get
even closer to eliminating the gap between bequest gift
intentions and current gift intentions. But if the techniques
cannot be stacked then we simply have different ways to
produce approximately the same reduction in the gap.
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However, in this case, examining the combined effect is
made more difficult because we are combining two types
of measurements. On the one hand, we are examining a
comparison across groups (inter-person differences). The
initial marketing interventions compare differences
between a group that had received the marketing
intervention and a group that had not received the
intervention. On the other hand, the tribute reminders
compare individuals’ prior answers with their subsequent
answers. This examines within-person changes (intraperson differences) rather than cross group differences
(inter-person differences).
To combine both of these interventions requires
comparing the tribute bequest gift intentions with the
current giving intentions acquired prior to either the
marketing interventions or the tribute reminder. This is the
gap between pre-existing current giving intentions and
ultimate bequest giving intentions after two marketing
interventions and the tribute reminder were applied.
Finally, we compare that gap to the giving-bequest gap that
existed for the group where no interventions were applied.
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The ultimate goal of this section is to examine the
combined effects of the marketing messages with the
opportunity to engage in memorial or honoring bequest
giving.

Specifically, we want to know for the group that
answered “yes” to having a friend or family member
(either alive or deceased) who would have appreciated
their support of a particular type of organization, whether
or not the giving-bequest gap would disappear completely.
Note, this would not mean the gap would disappear
completely for all individuals. Instead, it tests whether or
not the gap disappears for those individuals agreeing that
they have a friend or family member who would appreciate
(or would have appreciated) their support for the
organization.
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Because of the complexity of stacking these kinds of
interventions, we were not able to use every single
combination of interventions with every nonprofit
organization. Consequently, different intervention
combinations were used for different organizations. The
tables in this section show which organizations were used
for the different types of interventions. As a result, the
baseline giving-bequest intention gap will differ across
organizations because the individual organizations
examined will differ.
In our first set of results, the above circle highlights
that this group of charities had a combined giving-bequest
intention gap that averaged 8.66 when there were no
interventions. The table above also shows these gaps for
each individual organization involved. This is the baseline
gap, as it is the gap when no marketing interventions and
no memorial or honoring reminders were given.
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The next row down reports the impact of the memorial
reminders on the giving-bequest gap for those individuals
who received no other marketing interventions. For these
individuals, the giving-bequest gap dropped by 6.20 points.
This was a substantial drop, but did not completely
eliminate the initial giving-bequest gap, which was 8.66
points.
The numbers in the bottom three rows report the
difference between the baseline gap and the experimental
treatment gap. In other words, they report the difference
in the giving-bequest gaps as compared with that seen in
individuals who had no interventions. (The corresponding
numbers for each organization report these results
separately for the individual nonprofits tested.)
In brackets is the number of people who responded
“yes” to the question regarding whether or not they had a
friend or family member who would or would have
appreciated their support of the organization (followed by
the total number asked the question). This number is also
important because the tribute reminder intervention is only
relevant for those individuals reporting the presence of a
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friend or family member who would appreciate (or would
have appreciated) their support for the organization. If
there are no friends or family members who would
themselves appreciate the support of this organization,
then there is no basis for a tribute gift.
For example, in the above table, the cancer-related
charities were much more likely to have respondents who
indicated they had a friend or family member who would
appreciate (or would have appreciated) their support for
this type of charitable organization. In row three, 216 out
of the 486 individuals asked this question responded
positively. In contrast, only 58 of 473 responded positively
to this question for the wildlife birds organizations. And
only 54 out of 466 responded positively to this question
for the AIDS organizations. Thus, while the intervention
was phenomenally successful for the AIDS organizations
in terms of its impact on those who had a deceased friend
or family member who would have appreciated their
support (corresponding to a massive -16.08 or -24.96 drop
in the giving-bequest gap), this applied to a relatively small
percentage of the sample.
Although this smaller audience size limits the impact of
this type of intervention for some organizations, this factor
may not be particularly limiting when marketing to a group
that is already supporting the organization. Even if a
relatively small percentage of people have a deceased
friend or family member who would have appreciated their
support of an AIDS organization among the general
population, this percentage is likely to be higher among
those who are currently giving to such organizations.
The number reported under the “average gap” heading
is not the average across all organizations weighting each
organization identically. Rather, it is the per person average
across all of these organization types. Consequently, the
large effects for the AIDS organization are not weighted as
heavily as the effects for the cancer organizations, because
the AIDS organizations responses represented a smaller
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proportion of total responses.

The fourth row reports the first results that combine
both general marketing messages with a memorial
reminder. In this case, we see that the ultimate gap is
smaller but has not been completely erased. This group
would have first seen the “spendthrift heirs” marketing
messages and then the “American social norms” marketing
messages prior to responding positively to the memorial
question regarding whether or not they had a deceased
friend or family member who would have appreciated their
support for this type of organization.
Although the gap does not, on average, completely
disappear as the result of the combined intervention, it
does completely disappear for certain organizations. For
example, the American Cancer Society had a baseline
giving-bequest gap of 9.98 points. The gap following both
“spendthrift heirs” marketing messages and “American
social norms” marketing messages and the memorial
reminder was reduced by 10.07 points, meaning that the
gap completely disappeared. (In fact, in this case, the final
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stated willingness to leave a bequest gift was slightly higher
than the initial stated willingness to make a current gift,
among this subset of respondents.)
In contrast, the combined effect for Ducks Unlimited
was minimal, coming in at only a 0.25 point reduction in
the giving-bequest gap. Note, however that here we are
dealing with an exceedingly small sample, totaling only 55
individuals. Consequently, we shouldn’t put as much trust
in the individual organization numbers. (The average gap
column reports the per person average across all
organization types, not the per organization average. Thus,
it gives less weight to the 55 individuals responding
positively to the wild birds organization memorial
reminder than to the 230 individuals responding positively
to the cancer organization memorial reminder.) Note also
that each row represents completely separate groups of
individuals. The responses from any one individual could
not influence more than one row of results, because each
row represents a different combination of interventions
and organizations that was given to only one particular
group.
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In comparing the results from the memorial gift
reminder with the living tribute gift reminder in this table,
there appears to be relatively little difference in the average
results. This is not a definitive test of these two approaches
because, of course, these are presented in combination
with other interventions and are used on two different and
relatively small groups regarding a subsample of only eight
nonprofit organizations.

The above set of results presents a different
combination of interventions for a different set of
nonprofit organizations. We see first that the suggestion to
honor a living person by itself reduced the gap by 6.10
points. This was comparable to the gap reduction of 6.20
points for the memorial reminder alone seen in the
previous table for a different set of organizations.
However, in comparing the average change in the
giving-bequest intention gap reported in the final two
rows, we see our first result that clearly differentiates
between the memorial intervention and the intervention of
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honoring a living person. In this case, the memorial
reminder when following the “spendthrift heirs” and
“American social norms” interventions produced our first
example of the complete elimination of the giving-bequest
intention gap among a group of charities.
This is encouraging, but it is important to note that the
result is based upon a relatively small number of total
observations because none of the charitable organizations
in this particular set had a relatively large number of
individuals reporting the presence of a deceased friend or
family member who would have appreciated their support
of the organization. Consequently, we should be more
hesitant to have a high level of confidence in this particular
result. But, it is both the first result to show complete
elimination of the intention gap and the first to show a
much stronger effect for memorial bequest gifts than living
tribute bequest gifts.

In the above table, we finally start to see a consistent
disappearance of the giving-bequest gap following
combined interventions. This is the first table to show the
combined impact of the tribute reminders and the “life
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story” marketing messages. Of course, this result
corresponds with the previous findings that the life story
interventions were the most powerful general marketing
interventions. But it also shows us that these more
powerful marketing interventions can be successfully
stacked with a memorial or tribute reminder to produce
tremendous results. When the “life story” interventions
were combined with either living tribute or deceased
memorial reminders they completely eliminated the givingbequest intention gap for this subsample of individuals.
Once again, the memorial reminders were more
successful than the living tribute reminders, although both
completely eliminated the giving-bequest intention gap.
The combination of “life story” marketing messages and
memorial reminders completely eliminated the givingbequest intention gap not just overall, but individually for
10 of the 13 organizations tested. This is a powerful result,
suggesting just how effective this combination can be for a
segment of the population. It is also dramatic to see the
magnitude of the result created for the Alzheimer’s related
organizations. In those cases, the approximately 11 point
gap dropped by roughly 24 points. Along with the
previous results regarding the AIDS organizations, this
suggests that there are certain causes, particularly related to
fatal diseases, where such memorial giving reminders can
have an unusually large impact.
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Taken together, these results are quite encouraging. In
this experimental setting, it was possible to completely
eliminate the gap between charitable giving intentions and
bequest giving intentions, at least for those individuals who
indicated that they had either a living or deceased friend or
family member who would have appreciated their support
for the organization. Of course, this is only an
experimental setting and even after changing intentions, it
is still necessary to convert those intentions into actual
actions. But, this experimental result is still tremendously
exciting. It suggests that the core problem of a givingbequest intention can not only be influenced, but can be
completely eliminated for certain groups. The ability to
stack certain types of interventions suggests the
importance of multiple simultaneous messaging on this
topic.
As a technical aside, several factors suggest that these
experimental results are showing something other than
simple social acceptability bias. To begin with, we are
examining the gap between different kinds of socially
acceptable behavior. If an individual respondent had a
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tendency to overstate their pro-social intentions, this
generalized tendency would not necessarily influence our
results, because we are comparing only the difference in
stated intentions for two different types of pro-social
activities.
Another contrary argument would be that we were
seeing merely an effect of the intervention exclusively
because of the intervention’s ability to communicate the
socially desirable nature of the behavior. This would
require the assumption that support of nonprofit
organizations through charitable bequest giving was not
previously perceived to be a socially desirable behavior.
Even if one were to accept that assumption and claim that
the interventions worked exclusively through the ability to
communicate the socially desirable nature of the behavior,
this would still reflect positively on the intervention as an
effective tool to influence intentions. Further, seeing the
cumulative impact of multiple interventions, especially the
within-person changes from the memorial/tribute
interventions which followed marketing interventions,
suggests that something other than the respondents’ desire
to answer in accordance with the investigator’s intentions
is at work here. This is because the investigator’s
intentions would be clearly indicated by the first set of
marketing interventions. The subsequent impact of
memorial reminders could not be explained as the result
simply of respondents desiring to answer in accordance
with the investigator’s intentions, which were fully revealed
prior to the comparison set of bequest questions. All of
these factors combine to suggest that there is true
underlying validity to the results demonstrated in this
chapter, even given the reality that these are results from
an experimental setting using survey methodology.
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The “take home” message resulting from all of these
experimental results is that the two most powerful types of
interventions were (1) bequest giving to honor a deceased
or living friend or family member, and (2) stories about
deceased or living bequest donors making a lasting impact.
In addition, these interventions, in combination, were
consistently powerful enough to completely eliminate the
giving-bequest intention gap. It is also worth noting that
both of these interventions also corresponded with the
previously discussed neuroimaging findings regarding how
people engage in bequest decision-making.
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9 PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
PART I: MANAGING AVOIDANCE

To this point, we have looked at theories and results
from a variety of different disciplines and approaches.
Ultimately, however, the goal is to be able to make
practical applications to fundraising. For the fundraiser
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who understands the theories and the results, the most
powerful applications will typically be the ones that he or
she develops himself or herself for his or her particular
organization and donor base. However, there are some
general principles which should apply to a wide variety of
organizations. We will examine some of those general
concepts and potential applications here. These
applications are suggested by the theories, experiments,
and results discussed previously, although not all of them
have been verified with experimental lab test or field tests.

We begin with the basic concept taken from
experimental psychology (terror management theory)
which we summarize by describing the two stages of
defenses to death reminders. The first-stage defense is
avoidance of the death reminders (or the personal
implications of the death reminders). The second-stage
defense is pursuit of autobiographical heroism (the most
extreme version of which is symbolic immortality) based
upon support of one’s community and community values.
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This framework from experimental psychology results
in the field of “terror management theory,” was consistent
with brain imaging results implicating visualized
autobiographical processes for bequest decision-making.
The alleged pursuit of autobiographical heroism could fit
with neuroimaging results that are also consistent with
autobiographical processing. In this case, psychological
theory, experimental psychology results, and neuroimaging
results, are all consistent with the proposed second-stage
defense in the context of bequest decision-making.

202

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

Finding evidence to support the existence of this
particular psychological framework for bequest decisionmaking may be of intellectual significance for researchers,
but it won’t impact of the daily work of fundraisers until
we can use it in a practical way. It is possible. This
framework, and the previous results, can be used to better
evaluate our communication strategies on the topic of
bequest giving. In other words, instead of just thinking,
“How would I react to this marketing message?” we can
think specifically about how each marketing message or
approach would interact with the first-stage and secondstage defenses. These defenses will be relevant whenever
we are attempting to communicate on a topic involving
mortality salience such as estate planning and bequest
giving.
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As we begin to apply these theoretical and experimental
results, I think it is useful to keep in mind the sequential
process for bequest decision-making. Unlike other areas of
decision-making, bequest decision-making doesn’t start
from a reference point of “yes” or “no” or even “I don’t
know.” Instead, bequest decision-making starts from a
reference point of “I don’t want to think about it.” This is
the practical consequence of the first-stage avoidance
defense whenever we are dealing with issues that create
mortality salience.
Ideally we want to be able to move people from the
typical beginning framework of “I don’t want to think
about it,” to a new response of “yes.” However, this
response of, “yes,” is not the end of the story. In bequest
giving, because of the tremendous impact of
procrastination (i.e., avoidance), an additional challenge
remains in converting that answer of “yes,” into an answer
of “now.” In other words, for encouraging charitable
bequest gifts, the enemy is not usually “no,”. The enemy is
“later.”
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In the first step of the bequest decision-making
process, we must recognize that the tendency to respond
to mortality salience inducing activities by engaging in
conscious or subconscious avoidance works to keep
prospects at this first stage of “I don’t want to think about
it.”
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It is only after we can overcome the avoidance of the
topic that we can then present motivations to justify
moving a person to “yes.” In other words, we will never be
able to convince someone, or to even open a conversation
to convince someone, to move to “yes,” unless we
somehow are able to successfully overcome the inherent
avoidance defense to these topics.
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Because overcoming this avoidance defense is central
to reaching the vast majority of our supporting donors, we
need to first think about how we can overcome the barrier
of “I don’t want to think about it.” We need strategies that
answer the fundamental question, “How do you reach an
audience with a message that the audience, psychologically,
wants to avoid receiving?”
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One approach to dealing with the avoidance defense is
to simply ignore it. We ignore it by working exclusively
with those individuals who have, as the result of outside
occurrences, overcome their initial avoidance reaction to
the topic. There are a wide range of external circumstances
that can cause people to abandon the avoidance defense
(i.e., where the avoidance defense is no longer
psychologically protective). This can be caused by
advancing age, declining health, or the death of a close
friend or family member. It could be caused by plans for
extensive travel or other activities that people perceive as
including a substantial risk of mortality.
Indeed, research on the timing of changes to charitable
bequest plans finds that the addition or deletion of
charitable plans is often predicated by changes in the
perceived risk of mortality or changes in family structure.
(see James, R.N. III (2009) Health, wealth, and charitable
estate planning: A longitudinal examination of
testamentary charitable giving plans. Nonprofit and Voluntary
Sector Quarterly, 38(6), 1026-1043.) These results suggest
that people engage in estate planning through a process
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that might be described as “punctuated equilibrium.” In
other words, estate planning is not something that people
think about regularly, but only when some outside
occurrence creates a shock related to mortality salience or
family structure. Because mortality salience is aversive, and
therefore estate planning is aversive, we intentionally avoid
thinking about it on a regular basis, but instead ignore the
topic until one of these outside shocks requires us to deal
with the topic.
As a result of one of these outside shocks, simple
avoidance is no longer a useful strategy to defend against
mortality salience. These are the points of “punctuation”
in which most estate planning occurs. Correspondingly,
one approach is to focus on those individuals who are at a
point of “punctuation” in which they will be most
receptive to information related to estate planning. When
you reach people during these critical “punctuation”
points, avoidance is not a substantial barrier. Often at
these critical points individuals are ready to act, and ready
to act now. This is an ideal group to work with and clearly
should be prioritized given their desire to act and act now.
To the extent that we are able to learn of a life event,
especially one related to mortality salience, such as
diagnosis with cancer, heart disease, or stroke, or the death
of a spouse, these “punctuation” points will typically
correspond with an increased willingness to learn about
estate planning options and complete plans. This is the
“low hanging fruit” in estate planning and, as such, these
individuals should be prioritized.
However, there are disadvantages to working
exclusively with this audience. To begin with, the
proportion of supporters who are at one of these
“punctuation” points at any given time will be relatively
small. Thus, the share of our audience that a message will
impact may also be very small. This is consistently
reflected in the response rates of mailings that offer free
estate planning information, which often hover around 1%
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or less. The challenge here is that although the vast
majority of people do go through punctuation points when
they are open to engaging in estate planning, those points
are rare, and sometimes brief.
If we were able to identify when supporters were going
through such “punctuation” points, then we could simply
wait until such events occurred and enter the picture at
precisely the right time to influence a decision. However,
this is not the type of information that we typically have
for a large group of supporters. We are simply not able to
be sufficiently involved with each supporter’s life, in such a
way that would allow us to identify when these
“punctuation” points occur.
This leaves us with the options of either (1) constantly
communicating aversive messages that will be inapplicable
to 99% of our audience, or (2) somehow learning how to
overcome the avoidance barriers of the 99% so that we
can convey information that will be helpful and influential
during the inevitable “punctuation” points when estate
planning decisions are made. Clearly, it seems more
efficient when attempting to communicate to a large
audience to learn how to manage or, ultimately, to
overcome the natural avoidance defense to such topics.
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So let’s examine the question, “How do we go about
addressing the ‘I don’t want to think about it’ avoidance
response?”

It is a significant and important first step in the process
to recognize that the typical response to estate planning
information is going to be avoidance. Simply put, if we
understand that, for most people, bequest decision-making
is emotionally aversive, it will help us to properly create
marketing combinations that will more effectively deal
with the problem. As we have already seen, this emotional
aversiveness is both a conscious and a subconscious
process.
It is not helpful to ignore the problem. (This can be a
common mistake, because people designing the messages
don’t necessarily find them to be aversive. First, people in
the field are acclimated to the topics, and second, the
messages relate to someone else’s death.) It is better to simply
accept the unfortunate reality that this aversive reaction is
not going to go away, it is deep-seated, and for
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approximately 99% of our audience, it makes the core
message uncomfortable. This does not mean that we
should despair in being able to effectively communicate
this message, or that such communication is a lost cause
for the 99% who are not currently in a “punctuation”
point in their life. Instead, it simply means we need to
recognize this challenge when we are creating our
marketing messages.

To begin with, the terminology that professionals have
come to be comfortable with through repeated exposure is
not necessarily the best language to use in a marketing
context. When we talk about estate planning, we may be
contemplating a range of legal, taxation, and document
drafting topics. However, when addressing the topic of
estate planning for non-practitioner audiences we are, at
least at the subconscious level, presenting on the topic of
the person’s upcoming death. The topic for the planner is
not aversive in part because it isn’t focused on the
planner’s own personal mortality, but rather the mortality
of audience members. Additionally, practitioners tend to
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focus on charitable, legal, and tax implications of such
planning. But, for the individual client or donor these
issues are secondary to the reality that the plan is for his or
her upcoming death. So if our core topic is fundamentally,
even subconsciously, aversive to our intended audience,
what can we do?

An initial approach to presenting an aversive topic,
such as estate planning, is to mix it with other less aversive
topics, so as to sidestep the initial avoidance response. This
fits with the phrase from the Mary Poppins song that “a
spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down.” If we
don’t recognize that the topic is consciously and/or
subconsciously aversive, then we will simply present the
aversive topic in a process that blatantly broadcasts the
unpleasant nature of the information we have to present.
Everything we know about this topic suggests that the
“frontal assault” approach will fail to reach all but the 1%
or so who are no longer using the first-stage avoidance
response.
If we want better responses, then we need to think of
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creative and clever ways to engage in “mixed packaging.”
These are ways in which we can communicate the
necessary information so that the audience has the
knowledge and tools that they will need during those
future “punctuation” points in which these decisions will
be made. But we may have to “slip in” this information as
a minor part of some other communication activity in
order to avoid the natural avoidance response that would
otherwise block the communication as a whole.

So how might this be done? First, we can look at this
issue in the simple context of presenting an informational
seminar. It is not uncommon to communicate about
charitable estate planning by presenting informational
seminars. If we simply label the seminar as one on estate
planning or charitable estate planning, then we will likely
reach only a very small segment of our desired audience.
The aversive response to mortality salience will cause the
great majority of our potential audience to avoid the
seminar.
So how can we reach a larger audience? We reach a
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larger audience by engaging in “mixed packaging” where
we combine the charitable estate planning information
with more positive, interesting, and attractive topics. So
instead of having a seminar on “Charitable estate
planning,” we may have a seminar on “Stories from the
front lines: Cancer research and those who make it
happen.” The seminar would include stories about the
work of the nonprofit (such as the cutting edge research
conducted by cancer researchers supported by the
nonprofit), but we would also include stories about donors
who make the research possible. Within these stories about
donors who make the research possible, we would include
examples of donors who have supported the research
through sophisticated planned giving or deceased donors
who have supported the research through simple bequest
giving.
Through these stories, we then communicate the
information and techniques that will be helpful to the
audience members when they engage in estate planning
decision-making in the future. It is especially helpful
whenever we can encapsulate this information in the form
of a story. The human brain is specifically designed to
capture, retain, and recall information in the form of
stories. Further, the neuroimaging results suggest that the
decision-making processes may be more “visualized
autobiography” than, for example, number comparison or
financial calculation related. Because many bequest donors
will not involve the charity in their planning processes, it is
critical that information is conveyed in such a way that it
will be “sticky”, and consequently available during the
future time when such decisions are made.
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Here is another example of the importance of seminar
titling taken from my own experience as a practitioner. For
a number of years, I worked as the director of planned
giving for a religious college that, among other things,
engaged in training preachers, ministers, and missionaries.
Thus, it was common for us to make presentations in local
churches often on a Sunday afternoon or Sunday evening.
Copying what had been done in the past I initially began
making these presentations as “estate planning” seminars
or perhaps “estate planning and Christian stewardship”
seminars. I learned very quickly that this kind of
presentation drew a remarkably sparse audience.
This result makes sense in the context of the current
theory, because I was presenting an aversive topic by
means of a “frontal assault.” My results changed
dramatically when I changed the seminar title and content
to be less aversive and more generically interesting. I could
give a seminar on “Christians and the law,” or “Christians
and the government” and get a much larger audience. Of
course, this did alter the contents of the seminar
substantially. We discussed a wide variety of religious
216

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

liberties topics that were of great interest related to
religious freedoms and current political controversies, but
one-third of the seminar related to those government or
legal issues relevant to estate planning. I was able to obtain
dramatically larger audiences and simultaneously learned
how to communicate the core pieces of critical estate
planning knowledge in a more condensed, and probably
more memorable, fashion.
This was only the first key to the dramatic increase in
charitable planning that took place as a result of the
seminar change. The second change dealt with the barrier
(which we will discuss later) of moving people from “yes,”
to “now.” This was addressed by creating an immediate
deadline. People who were at the seminar had the
opportunity to immediately sign up for an initial
consultation timeslot for the following day and could
receive a free simple will. However, the offer was only
available if they signed up immediately. Thus, we created a
deadline and a reason to shift from “yes,” to “now.” The
one-shot deadline was critical in triggering action. Giving
people more options and more choices led to much less
action, whereas giving them a single “now or never”
option produced exponentially greater compliance. But, of
course, that very effective “now or never” immediate
opportunity would not have had a substantial audience if
the topic had not been presented in the context of
attractive mixed packaging.
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Another example of repackaging a seminar on
charitable estate planning is to present a seminar on “New
ways to save more taxes when you give.” Although tax
benefits are rarely the primary motivator for donors, tax
benefits are not an aversive topic. As a result, this is a
subject that is of general interest among those who are
financial supporters to an organization, and it does not
highlight the death-related nature of some parts of the
information. As before, the topic advertised is more broad.
The contents of the seminar would also necessarily be
more broad. The new seminar would encompass a wide
range of current and planned giving topics. But, critically,
it would include the important information related to
estate planning.
The (potentially aversive) estate planning information is
included in a way that, while being consistent with the
topic, is not broadcasted by the title. This particular topic
heading also has the advantage of speaking to a qualified
audience, meaning an audience who both has interest in
charitable giving and are at such an income/deduction
level that additional tax deductions are of significant
interest. Thus, we can prequalify an audience in a positive
way but still retain a substantial group to whom we can
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present the (inherently aversive) estate
information as part of a larger group of topics.

planning

The concept of mixed packaging can be used in a
variety of marketing channels. For example, if we
recognize that the topics are aversive, we can add them in
as minor components in publications that are of general
interest to our target population. This, of course, means
that the messages will need to effectively communicate key
concepts in relatively few words. The goal is to include
these sidebar brief statements without making the
publication piece as a whole aversive to the larger
audience.
If instead we ignore the natural avoidance response and
use a donor-wide mailing prominently labeled as “estate
planning,” we are more likely to have a complete rejection
of the information being presented. Although we may send
out a massive amount of mailings, if we don’t recognize
the inherently aversive nature of the topic and mix it with
more attractive pieces, we are likely to fail in the effort to
ultimately communicate the necessary information to our
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audience.

Another example of a piece that allows communication
of planning information in the context of a larger
communication piece with a separate, but related purpose,
is the use of donor surveys. We begin with a survey for the
purpose of learning the opinions and values of supporting
donors. This survey must have its own separate (and
organizationally-respected)
purpose
aside
from
communicating gift planning information. But, within the
context of a broad survey intended to collect information
about donor priorities, values, and interests, critical
information-communicating questions can be included
within the survey.
For example, if you are in a low interest rate
environment with AFRs near 1% you might include a
question asking, “Were you aware that, for those over age
55, donating the future inheritance rights to your home or
farmland creates an immediate income tax deduction of
70% or more?” Here we are referring to the donation of a
remainder interest deed in a home or farmland which is a
relatively lesser known planned giving technique. By
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reading and responding to the question, the donor has
received and understood the core planned giving concept
that might motivate future action. But, the communication
is done in the context of a broad survey on multiple topics,
so as to not create an aversive communication vehicle. If
instead we were to create a survey on “Your knowledge of
charitable estate planning,” we would expect to see a very
low participation rate, because we would have packaged
the survey entirely as one about an inherently aversive
topic (i.e., your death).

There are, of course, a wide variety of other potential
applications of the “mixed packaging” strategy. How this
might apply to your organization will differ from other
organizations. Nevertheless, the basic concept is always the
same. We engage in mixed packaging or masking of the
aversive topic in order to reach a larger audience that we
can then educate about bequest giving opportunities. Once
we have the audience, we can – in brief and innocuous
ways – communicate critical nuggets of information to that
larger audience. Ultimately, the goal is to be able to move a
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larger number of people away from the base state of “I
don’t want to think about it” to the desired state of “yes,
that’s a good idea.”

Moving people from “I don’t want to think about it” to
“yes, that’s a good idea” is an absolutely critical goal. But it
is not the end goal. To achieve cognitive assent to an idea
is useful, but by itself it will not produce revenue for the
organization. In other realms of marketing, there is not a
substantial barrier between reaching “yes,” and generating
action. However, in the context of estate planning, the
barrier between “yes” and actual action is the most
difficult barrier. Before we congratulate ourselves on
reaching a larger audience and convincing that larger
audience that they should engage in the action, we need to
recognize that this is not the hardest step in the process.
The hardest step in the process is moving from “yes” to
“now.”
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Another way to put this is to recognize that the real
enemy of the charitable bequest gift isn’t “no,” it is “later.”
A variety of surveys of charitable donors, or even the
general population, show widespread agreement with a
willingness to consider including a charity in a future estate
plan. However, this relatively widespread agreement with
the concept of, and even intention to engage in, charitable
estate planning is not matched by actual post-death
transfers. This difference can be on the order of a tenfold
magnitude. For example, where maybe 5% or 6% of
decedents actually generate charitable bequest transfers at
death, it would not be shocking to see 50% to 60%
agreement with a general willingness to consider including
a charitable recipient in an estate plan to be completed at
some point in the future.
This demonstrates the magnitude of this most difficult
barrier of moving people from agreement with the concept of
leaving a charitable bequest gift to actual behavior that
generates a charitable transfer at death. How can we
attempt to address this most difficult barrier to actual postmortem charitable transfers at death? Let’s examine some
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of the considerations.

One of the reasons that this second step is so much
more difficult is that it is more closely tied to personal
mortality, in particular to impending personal mortality. It
ramps up the aversive nature of the message. When we
wish to communicate about estate planning concepts in
general, we have to deal with the general aversiveness that
relates to a death-related topic. But when we try to get
people to complete final documents, we are dealing with
the aversiveness of directly acknowledging one’s own
mortality. Beyond this, we are often dealing with a
necessary recognition of one’s own IMPENDING
mortality. Why? Because if the risk of mortality was not
impending, then it would be appropriate to respond by
simply answering, “yes, but later.”
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The critical issue is simply this: if I am not going to die
tomorrow, why not postpone this unpleasant activity?
Logically, we have to be able to answer the question of
“Why now?” If moving from “yes” to “now” is an
inherently highly aversive process, we have to justify why
the action should not be completed later. The enemy of
the bequest gift is not “no.” The enemy of the bequest gift
is “later.” And “later” is always a logical response if I am
not going to die tomorrow. So how can we deal with this
seemingly appropriate and logical objection?
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A common initial response is to point out the obvious
statistical reality that impending death is always a
possibility. We might be tempted to respond to the issue
by saying, “But, you might get hit by a truck tomorrow.”

As natural as that response may seem, everything we
226

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

know about the avoidance defense suggests that this is a
bad argument. It is not that the argument is statistically
invalid. Rather, it’s that the natural avoidance response to
mortality salience will cause a rejection of the suggestion,
regardless of its statistical validity.

People simply don’t want to admit, psychologically, the
potential for immediate mortality. Such an admission is
psychologically painful and people will not be inclined to
truly accept such arguments. Just as we saw with
experimental psychology results where participants altered
their statistical analysis when the predictions related to
their own risk of mortality, if we make the same argument
here, we are working against the natural biases that we
know exist in humans. We make the type of argument that
is specifically designed to be ineffective when we approach
the issue by emphasizing the potential for imminent
mortality.
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Further, this bias towards delay – driven by the highly
aversive nature of the action and the lack of necessity for
the action in the absence of impending mortality – is
repeatedly confirmed by that the fact that the client did not
die yesterday. Their lack of death means that they did not
need to have previously engaged in planning, and
postponement was completely appropriate.
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People operate with a clear bias that is consistently
confirmed in experiment and practice. We want to move
people from “yes” to “now,” but the argument about the
risk of immediate death will be largely ineffective. So what
do we do?
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If the argument against delay based upon the risk of
immediate mortality is not going to be successful, then we
need to create another reason for action. We need to have
a response to the question, “If I am not going to die
tomorrow, why not deal with this later?” How might we
do this?

In order to deal with the tendency to choose later
rather than now, we must be able to attach a negative
outcome to the choice of acting later. In particular, we
would like to attach a negative outcome to the choice of
acting later that is not related to the risk of immediate
mortality (because we know that such arguments will
naturally be rejected at both the conscious and
subconscious levels). We can do this by either attaching a
negative outcome to choosing later, or by attaching a
temporary positive outcome to choosing “now,” (which
consequently makes the “later” option relatively negative).
What are some examples of this?
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As discussed previously, one method that I used
successfully over a number of years was to offer a free
simple will service for anyone who signed up for an
appointment immediately following the seminar. While the
offer of a free simple will was, perhaps, in and of itself
attractive, this was not the critical component of the offer.
The critical component was that the opportunity was
available only for immediate action. The service could not
be accessed later. If instead the participants had been
offered a free simple will consultation available any time at
their convenience, the response rate would have been
much lower. The open-ended offer would not address the
question of, “Why not do it later?” If there is no
difference in opportunities between now and later,
prospects will tend to choose later. (This returns us to the
situation where the only advantage of engaging in the
unpleasant activity now is in the event of unexpected
imminent death, which is an occurrence that people
naturally discount.)
In this sense, the offer attaches a relatively negative
outcome to the “later” choice. The negative outcome to
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the “later” choice is that will preparation will be more
expensive when choosing “later” rather than “now.” This
negative result of the “later” choice is easy to accept,
because it does not rely upon recognizing the immediate
risk of personal mortality.

The critical key to the effectiveness of the previous
strategy was not just that it provided a free service related
to estate planning, but that it attached a negative
consequence to postponing the estate planning. In a
similar way, if we were to offer any type of benefit or
service for an individual who agreed to act immediately, we
might expect positive results. The idea is to intentionally
attach a (non-death related) positive outcome to acting
now that will not apply to acting later. This provides a
motivation to act that does not require a conscious
acceptance of the probability of immediate death.
The benefit need not be attached to signing documents,
but simply attached to signing up for an appointment and
arriving. Of course, signing up for an appointment is not
the end goal. The goal is to generate a post-death transfer,
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which requires signing a legally enforceable document. But,
signing up for an appointment begins that process. More
importantly, that first appointment can then be tied to an
additional appointment (ideally a signature appointment)
so that postponement means missing an agreed upon
appointment. In this way the process takes on an inertial
force, with social costs for breaking the process.
Of course, if we attach a benefit to signing up for an
appointment and that appointment then does not result in
a subsequent meeting to either sign or otherwise advance
towards signature of a plan, then the problem of persistent
postponement (“later”) will arise again.

One attractive way to consider attaching a relatively
negative outcome to postponement is to create a matching
grant. For example, a charity might advertise a matching
grant that will pay 10% of planned bequests, perhaps
limited to $10,000 per donor, signed before a campaign
deadline date. Obtaining the funds for such a matching
grant proposal would not necessarily be difficult when
working with a donor who was in the process of making a
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gift of this magnitude anyway. Showing the donor the
potential multiplicative impact of the gift when established
as a matching fund to encourage charitable bequest
planning in others could be compelling.
Certainly, a signed revocable document could be
changed. There is no guarantee of the ultimate impact of
the matching fund. But, if the donor was going to give the
large sum of money in either case, then the risk that some
of the signed bequests would ultimately be changed should
not be a problem. (Any additional bequest gifts are
preferable to no additional bequest gifts.) An explanation
of this type of matching approach can be found in Michael
Rosen’s book Donor-Centered Planned Gift Marketing.

How else might we attach a positive result to acting
now, and a negative result to acting later? The idea of
creating deadlines and attaching them to fundraising goals
is central to most fundraising campaigns. We can use this
same methodology to create goals related to reported gift
planning. For example, one organization I worked with
created a two-year campaign to reach 100 planned legacies.
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This campaign created a deadline and a goal. It was
followed by a celebration dinner honoring those who had
participated in the campaign. This presented an
opportunity to communicate about the success of the
campaign through regular updates in general interest donor
publications. Additionally, it created a reason to bring up
the topic when visiting with donors for other purposes.
By creating a goal and a deadline, this approach
attached a relatively negative consequence to planning
later. Planning later meant that the person would not help
the organization to reach the goal and would be left out of
the group that made the goal happen. Subtly, it may have
also suggested that postponing beyond such a long
window of opportunity was tantamount to a refusal rather
than simply a delay.
Such a campaign-related opportunity could be
especially influential for those in leadership such as board
members. Such leaders often recognize, or can be made to
understand, the importance of their role in setting a high
standard to encourage others in supporting the
organization. They can participate as a way of influencing
others. Further, the argument does not rely upon an
acceptance of the risk of immediate personal mortality.
Although people may resist recognizing the risk of their
own immediate mortality, they are quite rational in
recognizing the probabilities for mortality in others, such
as those donors whom they can influence through
exemplary behavior.
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In addition to these self-created deadlines and
opportunities, there are similar deadlines and opportunities
that may be created from the environment. For example,
the section 7520 rates change monthly and these rates
influence the deduction available for certain types of
planned gifts. For those prospects considering such
planned gifts, the change in the 7520 rate might be used to
encourage immediate execution of a gift. Typically, the
donor can use the 7520 rate from the current or the
previous two months. This creates a natural “expiration
date” for attractive rates. For example, if the rates were
2.5% for the current month, 2.4% for the previous month,
and 2.3% for the month before that, this creates a situation
where the low rate of 2.3% will be available only for a few
more days.
This expiring rate can be used to create a natural
deadline for completing a planned gift by pointing out the
penalty for delay (i.e., the lower tax deduction). For
example, if a donor is interested in leaving a bequest gift of
an interest in a home or farmland and wishes to leave that
bequest gift in such a way that generates an immediate tax
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deduction, the donor would be considering signing a
remainder interest deed. The deduction available for
signing that deed is greater to the extent that the 7520 rate
is lower. Consequently, the sequence of 7520 rates can be
presented as a disappearing opportunity with an immediate
deadline as a way of motivating the donors to immediate
action.

Conversely, other planned gifts result in a higher
deduction when the 7520 rates are higher. (For example, a
Charitable Remainder Trust is presumed to earn interest at
the 7520 rate for the lifetime of the trust. A higher
presumed earning rate for a trust paying a fixed annuity,
would leave a larger amount for the charity at the
expiration of the trust.) In either case, the goal is to
emphasize the importance of acting now because of the
negative outcome of acting later (such as a lower
deduction). Ultimately, the goal is simply to motivate
immediate action.
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Attaching a negative result to postponement may be as
simple as setting an appointment. If a prospect agrees to
meet with a fundraiser to review completed documents at
a specific date, then failing to complete those documents
means that he or she will either have to cancel the
appointment or keep the appointment and admit that the
intention to complete the documents was not achieved.
Either of these options has a limited amount of social
stigma attached to it. Consequently, simply establishing an
appointment date with expected completion of a goal
attaches a negative outcome to delaying planning beyond
the appointment date.
Essentially, this creates a deadline. To the extent that a
fundraiser can be successful in establishing additional
appointment dates during each meeting, he or she can
attach deadlines (with minor social consequences) for each
step in the estate planning process that ultimately leads to
a signed enforceable document.
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If we attach a campaign deadline to making a bequest
commitment, this can provide a special opportunity for
those in organizational leadership (such as members of the
Board of Directors) to commit to engaging in bequest
planning, simply as a way of influencing others to engage
in the activity. Conversely, if the leader chooses not to
participate in the campaign, it may be viewed as setting a
bad example, thus attaching a negative consequence to the
decision to delay engaging in the planning. Again, what is
important is that postponing planning beyond a specific
date creates negative social stigma, which serves as a
negative outcome unrelated to one’s personal risk of
immediate mortality.
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Such social stigma can be enhanced through the use of
simple non-binding pledges to act. Pledges can be
successful for a couple of reasons. First, the pledges create
a scenario where a person must physically act in order to
report an intention to postpone the planning. Recall the
results discussed earlier showing the massive behavioral
differences in organ donation depending upon whether the
system was structured in an “opt-in” or “opt-out”
framework. We take advantage of this understanding by
using the pledge checkbox to attach a positive action to
saying no (or even “later”) in response to a request to
complete a charitable estate plan.
Of course, unlike the organ donation context, simply
checking a box has no legal consequence. But the nonbinding pledge is the critical first step in the pledge and
follow-up process. Once the prospect has made a
commitment to complete the charitable bequest plan prior
to a deadline (in this case six months later), postponing
planning beyond that deadline is attached with the negative
social consequences of failing to fulfill a personal
commitment. The attention paid to this negative
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consequence can be enhanced by subsequent follow-up.

For example, following such a commitment, the
prospective donor could be contacted to inquire about the
status of his or her planning. In a very pleasant way, the
fundraiser could
(1) Thank the prospective bequest donor for his or her
commitment.
(2) Emphasize the importance of that commitment,
both for the organization and potentially for
influencing the action of other prospective donors
(3) Simultaneously check on the progress of the
planning process, thus attaching a mildly negative
social consequence of having to admit a lack of
success on the intended action.
Such a contact would be difficult, or perhaps even
inappropriate, in the normal setting. But, because of the
previous pledge of planned activity, the reminder contact
becomes appropriate and acceptable. Thus, rather than
creating a commitment to immediately complete a process,
the pledge creates a commitment that is initially relatively
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agreeable because of the distant completion date.

Such commitments can be enhanced when they are
presented as a component of organizational leadership,
especially when they are presented as a way to create an
example that would be followed by others. Thus, the
reason for requesting the commitment could be to
demonstrate the importance of the behavior to other
supporters. As mentioned before, this is helpful because it
is a reason to engage in planning that has nothing to do
with personal risk of immediate mortality. Thus we might
combine a commitment card with an ask such as “to show
a strong leadership commitment in this planned giving
push we want to announce 100% board participation by
the fall banquet. Can we count you in?” This creates a
deadline, a motivation, and social benefits attached to the
commitment.
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Of course, the simple checkbox commitment is not the
end of the story, but it creates the opportunity to engage in
regular follow-up to ensure that the initial commitment is
completed.
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As mentioned before, the power of defaults in death
related decision-making is particularly strong.

The use of a pledge form which has options for “yes,”
“no,” and “already completed” means that inaction is not
an appropriate response. Supporters, especially those in
leadership, often do not want to intentionally state that
they have no interest in supporting the organization
through a bequest plan. Such a negative statement is
undesirable and may conflict with the way that they
perceive themselves. Even though engaging in estate
planning may be aversive, if the aversive act is sufficiently
far into the future then the it is much more attractive. In
other words, the checkbox option of agreeing to complete
a charitable estate plan by some date substantially in the
future feels like the desirable “later” response, but the
difference is that this “later” response is not generically
later (leading to eternal delays), but rather is a specific
“later” response with a deadline.
It is the commitment to a deadline that then allows the
fundraiser to engage in a series of follow-up
communications. The follow-up contacts become more
powerful, because people have a natural desire to act
244

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

consistently with their stated commitments.

Although the barrier from of moving from “yes” to
“now” is substantial, it does not have to be overcome by
strictly charitable motivations. In fact, it is probably most
often the case that this barrier is overcome as the result of
factors completely unrelated to charitable intent. Anything
that generates planning activity will, by itself, overcome the
avoidance barrier. If we have a prospect with an
underlying interest in leaving a bequest gift, we can use any
type of planning motivation to get them to engage in the
planning process. What matters is not whether the
motivation relates to the charity, but simply whether or not
it causes the planning activity.

245

RUSSELL JAMES

For example, a person might desire to update his or her
estate plan because a family member is not named in the
estate plan, due to the age of the document. Although it
may be of no particular legal consequence, the person
might believe that the youngest child who was not named
in the document might have bad feelings if he or she
learned of this. Postponing updating the will thus has a
potential negative consequence associated with it that is
unrelated to the risk of death. (Here the risk is that the
unnamed child might learn the details and resent that the
older siblings were named and that he or she was not.)
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Similarly, a client might risk negative feelings if the
children found out that someone else was named as
executor. This discovery could occur even prior to death,
and so doesn’t necessarily have to be attached to the risk
of immediate mortality. Again here, people are
psychologically more willing to accept the risk that the
document might be inadvertently read by another person
than that they might experience near-term death.
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This motivation to plan for noncharitable purposes
could also be generated by the need to complete other
death-related planning documents for medical purposes.
For example, if a person preparing for surgery is
encouraged to complete a living will or medical power of
attorney, he or she might be convinced to engage in
updating all estate planning documents simply as a way to
get through all of the unpleasant death-related planning at
once. In this way, the aversive nature of the documents is
used to justify their completion all at one time. In other
words, if we are going to have to complete some deathrelated documents (which is unpleasant), we might as well
complete them all, so that we don’t have to think about it
again for a long time.
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Other factors can motivate engaging in estate planning,
such as simply moving to a new state. In that case, if I
postpone planning, then I have to live with the uncertainty
of not knowing if my previous documents would be
treated the same in my new state.
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Similarly, as the tax laws change, there may be scenarios
where some estate tax benefits could disappear if no action
was taken. This appeared to be the case at the end of 2012
when the estate tax exemption was scheduled to drop
substantially, thus encouraging gifting that would take
advantage of the higher exemption amount prior to its
expiration.

It’s also useful to consider that not all planned giving
options work against the natural tendency to avoid
recognition of the potential for immediate personal
mortality. Those options which provide a lifetime income
to the donor, either through a charitable gift annuity or a
charitable remainder trust, may be particularly attractive to
the extent that prospects perceive that they are going to
live a long time. In that sense, these options are much
more attractive psychologically because they are not
necessarily viewed as death planning documents.
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10 PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
PART II:
BUILDING AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL
RELEVANCE & SYMBOLIC
IMMORTALITY
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To this point we have focused on dealing with the firststage defense of avoidance. Avoidance initially can prevent
prospects from leaving the “I don’t want to think about it”
stage.

Additionally, avoidance can prevent prospects from
moving from the “yes” stage to the “now” stage. Instead,
avoidance suggests that the preferable response is not
“now” but rather “later.”
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The strategies we’ve examined so far have looked at
how to overcome these two avoidance barriers. Avoidance
can keep prospects from leaving the “I don’t want to think
about it” stage and prevent prospects from moving from
the “yes” stage to the “now” stage. But, overcoming the
avoidance barrier does not provide any motivation to say
“yes” to charity. Overcoming avoidance can get people to
think about the topic, and it can get them to act upon their
desires. But, overcoming avoidance does nothing to
encourage a person to have charitable bequest desires.

253

RUSSELL JAMES

Overcoming avoidance can clearly can lead to estate
planning. But it does not necessarily encourage charitable
planning, except to the extent that prospects have preexisting charitable bequest desires. Can we do more than
that? Can marketing go beyond simply encouraging
planning and actually encourage charitable planning? Can
we present charitable options that are motivating to
prospects beyond their generic interest in the charity itself?
Some might suggest that the answer is “no.” Perhaps
the only goal in charitable bequest marketing is to motivate
those with pre-existing charitable intent to complete plans.
This is certainly a reasonable idea. If we could wave a
magic wand that compelled all of the donors to a particular
organization to complete their estate plans, that by itself
would dramatically increase the ultimate bequest dollars
transferred to the charity. It is clearly an important goal
(and it could be the only goal). But even more can be
achieved if we move beyond simply getting everybody
planned and instead consider how to increase charitable
desires, perhaps even creating new charitable products that
are inherently attractive to significant segments of donors.
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So where do we find these motivations to say “yes” to
charity in a bequest context? These motivations come, not
from the first-stage avoidance defense, but from the
second-stage factors. Avoidance is something to be
managed, something to be overcome. But avoidance is not
motivational. What motivates the bequest gift (in the
context of death-related decisions) are these second-stage
factors of symbolic immortality and autobiographical
heroism based upon one’s community and community
values.
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What do we know about these motivational factors?
We know from the neuroimaging results that bequest
decision-making could be analogous to visualizing the final
chapter of one’s own biography.
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This result suggests that a key question in considering
whether to include a particular charity will relate to the
prospect’s own autobiography. In other words the
prospect asks, “Is this cause or this charity an important
part of my life story?” If the cause or the charity is not an
important part of the prospect’s life story then it doesn’t
belong in the final chapter of his or her autobiography.

Given the importance of connections with prospects’
life stories in motivating a charitable bequest, what can we
do to emphasize these connections? Obviously, different
options will be available to different kinds of charities, and
the best will depend upon the creativity of the individual
organization’s fundraisers. However, let’s look at a few
examples that might help to generate some creative ideas.
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When speaking with donors, we want to begin with
statements or questions that encourage them to think
about their life story connections with the organization or
the cause.
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Although we may ultimately get into complex planning
techniques including a wide range of tax benefits, this is
unlikely to be the best starting point for a conversation.
The bequest decision-making processes appear to
differentially engage autobiographical processes not
mathematical processes. This means that the decision to
benefit a charity will relate to the prospect’s own visualized
autobiography. The technicalities of the plan come only
after the decision has been made to benefit the charity in
an estate plan. Thus, we start by emphasizing
autobiographical connections, “So tell me about your
connection to the organization,” and not “I’ve got some
great ways to get you some huge tax deductions.” This
doesn’t mean that taxation-related topics will not
ultimately be of interest, but it means that these are not
typically going to be the factors that determine the desire
to leave a charitable bequest gift.

Understanding donor motivations related to
autobiography also suggests how we might want to
recognize our donors. For current giving purposes, it is a
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common and appropriate practice to recognize donors for
their annual giving level. However, a different emphasis
may be appropriate to encourage bequest giving.
Recognizing donor longevity (rather than the previous
year total amount) emphasizes the long-term
autobiographical connections of the donor with the
organization. A longevity recognition could be for the
number of years, in total, in which a donor has made a gift
of any level to the organization. The years not need not
necessarily even be consecutive, because the point is to
emphasize the “life story” connection with the donor.
Recognizing donors for having given for 5 years, 10 years,
15 years, or more, presents clear evidence of the
autobiographical connections between the donor and the
charity. The recognition helps to solidify that the donor’s
identity and life story are defined, in part, by his or her
long-term commitment to the organization. In this
context, it doesn’t matter if those gifts were $10 gifts or
$10,000 gifts. What matters is consistency in support over
a long period of time, which makes the charity part of the
donor’s life story.
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Alumni magazines for universities that dwell on “the
good old days” can be particularly useful and effective at
emphasizing the autobiographical or “life story”
connections between donors and the organization. While
these may not provide an immediate appeal for writing a
current gift check, they build the life story connections that
are essential when decisions are made regarding bequest
giving. The presence of nostalgia may be a critical
motivating factor in one’s attachment to the charity,
especially given what we know about the visualized
autobiographical processes involved in charitable bequest
decision-making.

Similarly, donor functions that encourage socializing
with friends who are also associated with the organization
emphasize the autobiographical connections between the
donor and the organization. To the extent that one’s social
circle (community) is integrated with the charity, then
bequest gifts that support that community and social circle
will be particularly attractive. As discussed previously, in
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the presence of death reminders (as in estate planning),
interest in supporting one’s community and community
values increases. To the extent that a donor participates in
a community which has the shared values of supporting a
particular charitable cause, the likelihood for charitable
bequest gifts should increase.

Recognizing that donors engage in this decision-making
process using visualized autobiography suggests the
potential power of other donor autobiographies in
motivating action. Of course, we don’t have to speculate
on this, as the previously discussed experimental results
strongly confirmed the particular power of donor
biographical stories in influencing intentions to leave a
charitable bequest.
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Offering donors the opportunity to leave gifts with
permanence can increase the motivation to leave bequest
gifts.

Permanence is psychologically attractive, given an
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underlying idealized goal of symbolic immortality. The idea
of symbolic immortality is simply that something reflecting
the person’s life story, their community and their values,
will live beyond them. To the extent that we can create
giving opportunities which themselves have permanence, it
increases the donor’s ability to achieve some form of
symbolic immortality.
Recall that, in the previously discussed experimental
results, the impact of sharing data regarding rapid
expenditure of inheritances by non-charitable heirs was
particularly influential on the bequest decisions of those
over age 50. People don’t like the idea that when they die,
this world will not be any different than it would have
been if they had never lived. This thought is
psychologically unpleasant. As a defense against this
psychologically unpleasant prospect, it is natural to desire
that something reflecting one’s life story, one’s
community, and one’s values will live beyond one’s
personal death.
When a charity provides the opportunity to make a
bequest gift that will continue to have an impact, not just
immediately after the death of the donor, but for many
years to come, the charity provides an opportunity that is
psychologically very attractive (especially in a context
where a donor is contemplating his or her own inevitable
personal mortality). This was also supported by the
previous experimental results showing that respondents
who expressed a difference in their preference desired
more permanence for bequest gifts than current gifts by
approximately a two-to-one margin. There is something
special about bequest gifts that creates a relatively greater
desire to make a lasting impact.
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The above slide displays results from a recently
published study by Dr. Kimberly Wade-Benzoni at Duke
University and colleagues. In this experiment, participants
were all entered into a lottery to win $1,000. Participants
were told that they could pre-commit to share part of the
$1,000 with a charity, if they happened to win the prize.
The charity was the same for all participants, but for half
of the participants the charity was described as “meeting
the immediate needs of people,” and for the other half it
was described as “creating lasting improvements that
would benefit people in the future.” (The idea here was to
emphasize either immediate impact or permanent impact.)
In the first two groups (which read an unrelated
newspaper article before making these choices), those
receiving the immediate impact description committed, on
average, to give $257.77. However, those reading the
permanent impact description committed only $100.00 on
average.
A second set of groups completed the same choice.
However, before they completed the choice, they read a
death-reminder article about a recent tragic airplane
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accident that had resulted in death. The impact of
permanence switched in this death-reminded group.
Specifically, the death-reminded group receiving the
immediate impact description of the charity pledged only
$80.97 on average. However, the death-reminded group
receiving the permanent impact description of the charity
pledged $235.71.
The results suggests that preference for permanent gifts
dramatically increases after exposure to a death reminder.
The researchers concluded, “death priming leads
individuals to be concerned with having a lasting impact
on other people in the future”(Wade-Benzoni, et al., 2012,
p. 704). This is a dramatic experimental demonstration
that in a decision setting with high mortality salience – like
estate planning – permanent gifts will be particularly
attractive.

As a result of this underlying desire for permanence
(potentially related to the pursuit of symbolic immortality)
certain types of gifts and certain types of organizations
may be particularly attractive. Lasting gifts such as
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endowments, named buildings, or scholarship funds made
to organizations that are perceived to be stable provides an
excellent opportunity for achieving some measure of
symbolic immortality. If a donor makes a gift that results
in a named building at Harvard University, he or she will
have a high level of confidence that his or her name will
continue to be on that building when children,
grandchildren, great-grandchildren and so forth would
happen to visit the campus. The donor reasonably believes
this because of a high confidence in the stability of the
organization.
However, donors may achieve this same level of
permanence, or in reality an even greater level of
permanence, by giving money to a named endowment or
permanent fund. A donor can feel confident that this
named fund will continue to accomplish important goals
aligned with the donor’s community and values long after
the donor has died. This is an ideal type of gift to address
the psychological difficulties associated with focused
contemplation of personal impending mortality.
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Related to this notion of organizational stability is that
bequest donations may be relatively more common among
organizations that are older. The relationship between
bequest gifts and organizational age could come from
perceived stability as well as from the age profile of the
donors supporting the organization. Older organizations
may be advantaged because they are seen as being more
likely to exist for a long time in the future. Older
organizations may also be advantaged because of the longterm relationships with older donors.
Although there are no statistics in the United States
from multiple types of nonprofit organizations to compare
the dollars raised from current gifts to the dollars raised
from bequest gifts, that information is available for
charities within the United Kingdom. The previous table
shows the percentage of gift income from bequests for
each United Kingdom cancer charity listed among the top
100 United Kingdom fundraising organizations. In looking
at the percentage of gift income from bequest gifts, we see
a clear relationship between the age of the organization
and the share of gift income that comes from bequest
gifts.
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The previous result should not be interpreted as
suggesting that younger organizations should not be
concerned with bequest gifts. Every revenue stream is
essential to accomplishing the mission. The bequest
income coming to a younger organization does not
become less important simply because an older
organization receives a larger percentage from its bequest
gifts. But it could suggest that newer organizations might
want to consider emulating the characteristics of older
organizations in terms of perceived stability and, where
possible, the age profile of donors. One possibility to
consider for a new organization is to market permanent
funds that are managed and administered by a large
community foundation or financial institution in order to
borrow feelings of strength and stability from those older
and larger organizations. Even if a nonprofit is relatively
new, it can market the establishment of endowment funds
managed by a large community foundation. In this way,
even if the organization doesn’t project a sense of
tradition, stability and longevity, it can still borrow that
sense of stability and longevity from another organization.
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Even if the newer charity closed, the fund itself could still
continue supporting similar goals.

When considering the importance of permanence in
bequest giving, it is useful to consider that for the wealthy,
imagining making a large gift with a permanent impact is
relatively easy and natural. It is easy to think of permanent
gifts available to someone willing to transfer millions of
dollars. From buildings to endowments to private family
foundations, the options are varied and often obvious.
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However, one potentially critical role for the fundraiser
is in developing permanent giving opportunities for the
mid-level bequest donor. It is easy for a donor to think
about permanent giving opportunities if he or she can pay
for an entire building or an entire new wing added to a
hospital. But for the mid-level donor without the ability to
transfer massive sums of money, such permanent
opportunities will depend more on the ability of the
nonprofit organization itself to create and market them.
A permanent giving opportunity may be something as
simple as agreeing to accept and manage permanent
endowment funds. The charity need not market these as
endowment funds. They could be labeled based upon the
purpose for which the funds are going to be used. For
example, various charities could market a perpetual child
sponsorship fund, or a perpetual rescued animal
sponsorship fund, or a permanent lectureship fund, or a
permanent scholarship fund, and so forth. The purpose
for a fund will relate to the individual charity’s cause.
But, these are the kinds of permanent giving
opportunities that are often particularly attractive to
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donors who are making these decisions in a context of
high mortality salience. In other words, these are the kinds
of opportunities that give donors the chance to achieve
some slice of symbolic immortality that fits with their
chosen community and community values.
In some organizations, marketing permanent
endowment-type funds may appear at odds with the
desperate need for immediate dollars. One potential
resolution of this conflict that particularly encourages
charitable bequest giving is to create permanent fund
opportunities that are available only for bequest donations.
Thus, an organization can market and attract mid-level
permanent funds without fearing that current giving
dollars are going to be diverted away from much-needed
immediate expenditures. Limiting such opportunities to
bequest gifts emphasizes the specialness of bequest giving.
More importantly, it provides donors with the type of
giving opportunities that are particularly motivating for
bequest giving.

Although at the time of this writing, this has not yet
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been experimentally tested, it might be possible to extend
the permanence opportunity to memorial donations. The
above letter describes how such a presentation might be
made to memorial donors. Theoretically, such an approach
could have a powerful psychological impact, because it
presents the opportunity to have a permanent
remembrance of one’s deceased friend or family member.
Here money given in memory automatically goes into a
memorial fund and upon reaching a minimum threshold
level becomes a permanent memorial endowment. If the
minimum threshold is not met, then the fund pays out and
expires at a preset rate.
The motivation to convert to a permanent fund may be
particularly high given the natural desire for applying
symbolic immortality to recently deceased friends or family
members. This is an example of how underlying theoretical
knowledge might be used to develop innovative new
strategies in a variety of circumstances. (I hope in the
future to be able to field test the efficacy of this strategy.)

As another example of applying our understanding of
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bequest related psychological processes, a charity might
consider creating a memorial wall of heroes, listing all
deceased bequest donors. This, of course, would be
especially helpful in charities where donors are likely to
visit the location of the memorial wall. It could also be
quite helpful to add information related to the decedents’
life stories and how theirs lives connected with the
particular charity.
This could be easier, or more challenging, depending
upon the charity type. For example, a school graduation
date and degrees earned would be a natural way to connect
one’s life story with the university. Other information
might relate to the specific restricted fund to which the
bequest was directed. City of residence, surviving relatives,
or essentially any information that created a permanent
statement of symbolic immortality linking to the
decedent’s autobiography could have a positive effect. The
goal is for prospective donors to be able to visualize the
wall when they are in the midst of estate planning. The
non-profit wants donors to think, “I want to be on that
wall.” Although not yet experimentally tested, this is
another example of a plausible idea which springs from an
understanding of the psychological and neurological
processes involved in bequest decision-making.
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There are a variety of different ways to develop
opportunities that emphasize permanence. However, the
desire for symbolic immortality, as the highest expression
of autobiographical heroism, must always be based upon
the foundation of the prospect’s chosen community and
community values. It will have no effect to develop the
most attractive permanent giving opportunity if the
prospect’s values do not align with the organization or the
cause.
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In addition to using the model to develop new types of
giving opportunities, this framework of understanding can
also help to reframe how we use different marketing
channels.
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If we understand the bequest decision-making process
as having three stages (“I don’t want to think about it,”
“yes,” and “now”), we can apply this understanding to the
role of media marketing. The development of attractive
charitable products related to bequest giving and
communication about charitable bequest giving through
media can accomplish a lot. First, media channels can
move people away from “I don’t want to think about it”
and towards, “yes, I like that idea.” Further, media can
identify those who are ready to plan and desire immediate
assistance in that planning process.
Broadcast media, however, may not be very well suited
to move people from having a general intention to make a
charitable bequest to actually executing documents. That
move generally is motivated either by direct personal
involvement of a fundraiser or, more commonly, by some
external circumstance, typically related to mortality or
change of family structure, that motivates the person to
engage in new planning.

Given that media and charitable products have great
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potential to move people from “I don’t want to think
about it” to “yes,” it is unfortunate that most
measurements of bequest giving marketing tend to
emphasize only the identification of those who are
immediately ready to plan and desire assistance with that
planning. This measures only the very small segment of
any group that is in an immediate planning mode at any
one time. This focus on such a narrow group in such rare
circumstances ignores the most powerful parts of
charitable bequest gift marketing. In other words, a
response rate of 1% or less to an offer of providing estate
planning materials or assistance completely ignores the
impact of the marketing messages on the other 99%.

This leads to the obvious question of, “Why are we not
measuring the impact on the other 99%+ recipients of
charitable bequest marketing materials?”
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Measuring this shift in intentions is much more
important for charitable bequest fund raising than for
current giving fundraising. In current giving fundraising,
we can measure the success of an appeal letter based upon
its ability to generate immediate gifts. (It would even be
possible to run a regression analysis to see if a particular
letter generated an increased or decreased level of future
current gifts within the next several months.) But that type
of measurement tradition works against successful
measurement in the area of charitable bequest marketing.
Unlike current giving, most charitable planning actions
take place without the knowledge of the charity. So we are
not going to passively receive the same kind of feedback
that we receive when we are marketing for current gifts.
Estate planning itself is not a regular part of life, but
instead takes place during those punctuation points usually
caused by increasing mortality salience or changing family
structure. If we can move prospects to have a general
intention to make a charitable bequest gift, at some point
outside interventions will likely generate the motivation to
engage in new planning. (Or, alternatively, a series of
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personal visits from a fundraiser may also provide such
motivation.)

Given the importance of changing people’s attitudes
about leaving a charitable bequest gift, it makes sense to
seriously consider measuring that change in attitude among
an organization’s supporters.
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How might we go about conducting this measurement?
It could be done in the same way that attitudes towards
other topics are commonly measured every day. If a charity
is willing to conduct regular surveys about donor priorities
and preferences regarding the charity, it is then a relatively
easy matter to include a single question related to bequest
giving intentions. Asking a question as simple as, “If you
completed a will in the next three months, what is the
likelihood that you might leave a bequest gift to this
charity?” allows tracking the indicator across time.
Such measurement does not require mailing a survey to
the entire donor base repeatedly. Instead, it could involve
mailing to a relatively small, randomly selected subset of
donors on a regular basis. For example, if a charity mailed
a questionnaire to 10% of their donor base every quarter,
then an individual donor would see a survey only every 2
½ to 3 years. This is not a burdensome amount of
communication, either for the charity or for the donors.
But, it would create a quarterly measurement of attitudes
related to bequest giving. In other words, it would create a
measurement of the impact of charitable bequest
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marketing on the other 99% of donors who are not
interested in requesting immediate assistance with estate
planning. Naturally, a 10% sample can vary somewhat
from quarter to quarter simply because of the particular
people who responded to the survey in that quarter. Thus,
not every single movement of the number would be
important. Nevertheless, such tracking creates a
scientifically useful basis for measuring the impact of
charitable bequest marketing over time. A person with a
research orientation could even consider mailing different
pieces to different parts of the sample to see which
marketing piece had the greatest effect on expressed
attitudes. Such a strategy not only provides an excellent
measurement of the impact of bequest marketing on the
99% of nonrespondents who, ultimately, will be critical in
generating actual post death charitable transfers, but it is
also independently influential in encouraging completed
charitable bequests.
Responding to a question related to one’s intentions to
leave a charitable bequest to the organization accomplishes
two important goals. First, it gets people to move past the
“I don’t want to think about it,” stage by intentionally
“thinking about it.” It does so in a format that is not
aversive, because it is simply one single question in the
context of a brief survey about other organization-related
topics.
Additionally, getting people to make a statement of
intent can crystallize that intention in such a way as to
increase the propensity for them to actually engage in the
behavior. This crystallized intention becomes especially
important when outside circumstances necessitate
engaging in new estate planning. Thus, simply getting
donors to answer the question is, for multiple reasons, an
important victory in encouraging charitable bequest giving.
This is aside from the fact that regular measurements of
donor attitudes creates a concrete, immediate outcome in a
field where such meaningful measurements are few and far
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between.

To summarize what we have learned to this point, the
above graphic visually represents the underlying model of
how bequest decisions are made. We have examined a
variety of scenarios in which understanding this model
leads to particular proposals for charitable bequest
marketing strategies. But, ultimately the most important
value of understanding this model of charitable bequest
decision-making is that this understanding can be applied
to any organization in any situation to create brand-new
marketing products and strategies.
The most important practical value of understanding
the model will come from your own brain and how you
can apply the model to the particular circumstances of
your situation for your charity and your particular group of
donors. Starting with an underlying model that is verified
by neuroscience results, experimental psychology results,
experimental charitable bequest giving research results, and
psychological theory, provides the solid framework and
footing which can lead to truly transformational methods
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11 USING THE MODEL TO
UNDERSTAND YOUR TWO BIGGEST
COMPETITORS

At this point we have looked at scientific evidence
underlying the model. And we have looked at a variety of
different applications of the model and how it can be used
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to generate successful ideas and methodologies for
encouraging charitable bequest giving. Next, we will look
at how the model applies to your two biggest competitors.
Now, when I refer to your two biggest competitors I am
not referring to other public charities who serve your same
cause, or who are located in your same city. Those are not
your biggest competitors. In many ways, these
organizations are in the same boat as your organization. It
is quite common for bequest donors, especially female
donors, to name a wide variety of charitable recipients.
However, 90% of your significant donors will die, leaving
no charitable bequest gift. They are not leaving gifts to
your competitor charities, because they are not leaving
gifts to any charities. The biggest reason for that relates to
the number one most important competitor for charitable
bequest gifts. And, by this point, you have probably
guessed who that number one competitor is. It is the
prospective donor’s offspring, his or her children and
grandchildren.

From the perspective of the bequest decision-making
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model, children and grandchildren are an ideal expression
of symbolic immortality. They reflect the donor’s life story
and are intimately connected with the donor’s community
and values. And they will live beyond the donor’s life. It is
no surprise then that the bulk of all bequest transfers go to
children and grandchildren (after there is no surviving
spouse).
So how can we use this information? It makes sense
and it fits the model, but how is it helpful? Initially, it can
be helpful when it helps us to recognize the importance of
childlessness as a predictor of engaging in charitable estate
planning. When we are able to identify a supporter who is
not “burdened” by having these natural competitors, we
should recognize that supporter as a potentially high value
bequest giving prospect. Let’s look at some national
numbers that support this supposition.

The above table shows results from a large survey
weighted to be nationally representative. Here we are
looking only at individuals who make annual donations to
charity of $500 a year or more, who are over the age of 50,
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and who have an existing estate plan. Of course, this group
of older donors with estate plans will be, as a whole, much
more likely to have a charitable estate plan than the general
population. But what is notable from this table is the
massive difference between charitable bequest planning
among those with no offspring, and those with children or
grandchildren. A donor who gives over $500 a year, who is
over age 50, with an existing estate plan, who has
grandchildren has less than a 10% chance of having
included a charitable beneficiary in that plan. However, a
similarly-situated person who has no offspring has a 50-50
chance of having a charitable beneficiary in their plan. This
single demographic factor is associated with a massive
difference in the propensity to engage in charitable bequest
planning, and it should be respected as such when
prioritizing the prospects for bequest giving
communication and solicitation.

Next we examine regression results that compare
otherwise identical people. By using regression, we are able
to make an “apples to apples” comparison between
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individuals who are otherwise similar. This is especially
important for a variety of factors that might influence
charitable behavior. For example, we might say that those
with a higher education are more likely to make charitable
gifts. But that association may be caused by the tendency
of higher education to generate higher income, and it may
be the income and not the education that is actually
causing the increased likelihood of charitable giving. If we
want to actually understand the separate influence of
education, aside from its association with increased
income, then we have to use a regression technique.
Regression allows us to compare people of the same
income who are different in their level of education. In this
way we can really begin to uncover how powerful a
particular factor is, by itself, in predicting the outcome of
interest.

The above table provides results from a regression
measuring the likelihood of having a charitable plan (in
this case, the results are generated by a probit model and
report the marginal effects of each element assuming all
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other variables were set to their sample means). This
shows the separately identifiable impact of each variable
on the likelihood of having a charitable plan, comparing
otherwise similar individuals over the age of 50. Keeping
in mind that approximately 6% of these individuals will
have a charitable estate plan, we can see the relative
importance of various factors.
For example, having a graduate degree increases the
likelihood of having a charitable plan by 4.2 percentage
points. Giving $500 or more per year to charity increases
the likelihood of having a charitable plan by 3.1 percentage
points. Volunteering regularly increases the likelihood of
having a charitable plan by 2.0 percentage points.
However, having grandchildren as compared with having
no offspring decreases the likelihood of having a charitable
plan by 10.5 percentage points.

For a simple illustration of what these results mean,
consider the following comparison. Suppose there are two
older adults and we want to predict which one is more
likely to leave a charitable bequest at death. Person “A”
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makes substantial charitable gifts, volunteers regularly, and
has grandchildren. Person “B” does not give to charity,
does not volunteer, and has no children. We might
naturally think that the person who regularly volunteers
and makes substantial gifts to charity would clearly be
more likely to be a bequest donor. In that case we would
be naturally wrong. Statistically speaking, the person who
has no children or grandchildren is more likely to leave a
charitable bequest, even though he or she doesn’t
volunteer or make current charitable gifts. This illustration
shows the importance of appropriately targeting those who
have no offspring.

Results from Australia suggests that this phenomenon
is not limited to the United States. My colleague (and
sometime co-author) Christopher Baker examined 1729
wills in Australia and concluded that “Australian will
makers without surviving children are 10 times more likely
to make a charitable gift from their estate.” The point here
is not that we should be surprised that those without
children are more likely to leave a charitable bequest. The
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point is that the magnitude of that factor in determining
who leaves a charitable bequest is massive and should not
be ignored. If we were to give a precise weight to that
factor in an analysis of a set of donor records, how much
weight should we give it? The next table attempts to
answer that question.

The above table shows the estate giving and annual
giving for a little over 6,000 people who were in a
longitudinal survey and died during the course of that
survey. The results show that, on average, those with no
children left an estate gift of approximately 12.6 times their
average annual giving. The group with grandchildren left
an estate gift of approximately 2.9 times their average
annual giving. Thus, a quick and easy methodology for
comparing the relative value of donors in terms of bequest
gifts would be to apply these estate gift multiples to their
average level of giving. (For a more sophisticated approach
to modeling this valuation see my forthcoming publication
on national charitable estate giving statistics.)
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This next set of results is different because it looks at
the timing of dropping a charitable plan. Although the
individual numbers shown here are not directly
interpretable as percentages, they show the relative
magnitude of each factor. In this analysis, only four factors
were statistically significant in predicting that a charitable
plan would be dropped. The number one most important
factor was becoming a grandparent. The number two
factor was becoming a parent. Much less significantly was
ceasing all current charitable giving.
These results once again emphasize the idea that the
biggest competitor for charitable bequests are offspring,
both children and grandchildren. As a side note, changes
in income, assets, or marital status were not significant in
predicting dropping a charitable component out of an
estate plan in this particular analysis.
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These previous statistical results also fit with the
neuroimaging findings that family bequest decision making
involves more emotion and memory recall than charitable
bequest decisions.

294

INSIDE THE MIND OF THE BEQUEST DONOR

So given that these type of family bequest decisions are
so much more common and naturally involve so much
more emotion and memory than charitable bequest
decisions, how can charities compete?

This is not a lost cause. Charities can compete with
bequest gifts to family members. As we attempt to
compete with this most significant natural set of
competitors, we can think about strategies categorized into
the 5 A’s. Next, we will examine each of the strategies of
avoid, attach, amplify, argue, and active modeling.
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The first strategy in competing with other bequest
recipients is to simply avoid those who have children or
grandchildren. In other words, whenever possible spend
time cultivating older prospects who are childless.
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A second strategy is to attach the emotion and memory
associated with a deceased “loved one” to the nonprofit
cause representing that person. We’ve already seen the
experimental results that show just how powerful this
strategy can be in changing attitudes towards bequest
giving.
For the bequest donor with a deceased “loved one,”
the charity may provide the only realistic method to give
“to” the deceased “loved one”. Thus, the charity does not
need to independently generate emotion and memory in
the donor. Instead, the charity simply attaches its cause to
the pre-existing memory and emotion associated with the
deceased “loved one.” Surprisingly, the experimental
results showed that attaching a charity to a living friend or
family member through a tribute bequest was almost as
effective as attaching the charity to a deceased friend or
family member. Both sets of results suggest that it is
possible to attach the emotion and memory associated
with another person to a charitable cause and through that
attachment to increase the desire to benefit that charitable
cause through a bequest gift.
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Although the experimental results described previously
measured the impact of memorial or honoring gifts for a
friend or family member, it is probably more appropriate
to use the generic term of “loved one,” given the
popularity of animal charities as recipients of bequest gifts.
When examining the 100 largest fundraising nonprofits in
the United Kingdom, domesticated animal charities
represented seven of the highest 15 nonprofits in terms of
the percentage of income raised through bequests.
Conceptually, some of this charitable bequest activity may
relate to the desire to create a lasting memory
(autobiographical heroism) for a family pet. Although the
“loved one” is different, the concept of attaching the cause
to the pre-existing emotion and memory engendered by a
deceased or living “loved one” is essentially the same.

We can encourage this form of attachment by sharing
models. In other words, we can share stories of those who
have immortalized deceased loved ones with a permanent
bequest gift. This creates both a reminder for those who
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were aware of the possibility and education for those who
were not aware of the possibility of leaving such a bequest
gift. Such modeling fits with the visualized
autobiographical mechanisms common to bequest
decision-making.

Of course, if we are not borrowing the emotion and
memory attached to another individual, we must rely upon
the emotional and memory connections with the charity
itself. This, of course, is a general development goal that is
shared with all parts of the organizational fundraising
team. It is one of many examples where success in one
area of development improves the chances for success in
other areas of development. The methodologies used to
amplify the charity’s emotional and memory connections
with the donors are as varied as the organizations that use
them. This simply points out that success in these areas
may ultimately also express itself in success in the area of
charitable bequest donations.
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The next approach is to make logical, rational
arguments. Here we use rational arguments to show the
limits to the benefit of leaving funds to children or
grandchildren and the acceptability of leaving some funds
to charitable organizations. These arguments could take a
variety of different forms, some of which were tested in
the previous experimental results.
For example, emphasizing the temporary nature of gifts
given to heirs due to the propensity of a substantial share
of heirs to quickly spend their inheritance was tested and
found to have a modestly positive effect on intentions to
leave a charitable bequest gift. Similarly, the strategy of
turning the tables by asking whether or not the person
would feel offended if someone left them money, but had
also left money to a charity was incorporated as part of the
“American social norms” intervention tested previously.
That intervention also appeared to have a positive effect
on charitable bequest intentions. For those with substantial
wealth, the Warren Buffett quote of desiring to leave his
children, “Enough money so that they would feel they
could do anything, but not so much that they could do
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nothing,” might also be motivational, and might lead
prospects to consider recipients other than their natural
heirs.

As an additional approach, some charitable giving
opportunities might incorporate the heirs, not as
competitors, but as participants in a continuing tradition of
philanthropy. Donors may desire to benefit the children
through charitable giving by passing along philanthropic
values. The charity might consider how it could create
opportunities to involve the next generation in the
charitable process. The following example shows that this
approach of involving the next generation is by no means
a new idea.
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The above image is taken from the public notice of the
founding of the Bible Society in 1804, including a listing of
the founding donors and their donation amounts. (The
Morning Post, London, England, Monday, March 19, 1804:
pg. (1); Issue 11061. 19th Century British Library
Newspapers: Part II). Although the words are a bit
difficult to make out, notice how the governance structure
of the nonprofit organization was established. The fourth
paragraph indicates “a Subscriber of Fifty Pounds, or
upwards, at one time shall be a Governor for life.
Governors shall be entitled to attend and vote at all the
Meetings of the Committee.” This shows that major
donors could influence the direction of the organization.
(In some sense, this is a direct exchange model of the
concept applied in many nonprofit organizations today
where substantial donors are commonly asked to serve as
board members.) But, the fascinating part of this
advertisement, for charitable bequest marketing purposes,
is the 5th paragraph. It reads, “An Executor paying a
Bequest of Fifty Pounds, shall be a Member for life; or of
One Hundred Pounds, or more, a Governor for life.”
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Here we have an example of giving an organizational
leadership role to the next generation by appointing the
executor as a “governor for life.” While, this does not
mean that organizations should rework their governance
structure to match this early 19th century model, there may
be opportunities to involve multiple generates in
administering funds donated by a decedent’s estate in such
a way that could be attractive to prospective bequest
donors.

We have examined the “competition” that comes from
the donor’s offspring. However, there is another source of
competition, which actually is a charitable competitor. It is
easy to think that an organization’s charitable competition
is limited to other organizations supporting the same cause
or in the same locality. But, in fact, the greatest charitable
competitor may come from a different source.
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The above chart shows the share of total charitable
bequests dollars going to this “ultimate charitable
competitor.” The chart demonstrates that this competitor
is particular attractive for donors with very large estates.
According to the IRS statistics of income report, for
estates of $20 million or more, nearly half of all charitable
dollars went to this “ultimate charitable competitor.”
In case it is not apparent by now, this “ultimate
charitable competitor” is the private family foundation.
The above statistics point out one of the reasons why an
increase in total charitable bequest giving dollars may not
necessarily translate directly to benefit existing nonprofits.
Especially for the largest estates, a substantial share of
these charitable bequest dollars will go to private family
foundations.
The point here is not to be negative about the influence
of such a competitor, but rather to use private family
foundations as an example of a giving opportunity that
takes advantage of the key psychological characteristics
underlying our model of charitable bequest decisionmaking. Ultimately, the goal is to understand why private
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family foundations are so attractive and to use some of
their characteristics to build our own giving opportunities
for supporters of our organizations.

Private family foundations can create great
opportunities for symbolic immortality. It is common to
regularly hear the names of foundations created by
individuals who have long since died. These individuals,
and to some extent their values, have been immortalized
by the foundations they have created. In some cases, in the
absence of their foundation, almost no one would have
reason to recall their names. But, through their
foundations, these individuals continue to influence our
world and maintain a level of symbolic immortality.
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Consider how a private family foundation fulfills the
underlying desires discussed previously. A private family
foundation can live forever (thus advancing the desire for
symbolic immortality). The private family foundation
carries the donor’s name or the donor’s family’s name
(thus emphasizing the autobiographical heroism of the
donor and the donor’s family). The private family
foundation is typically managed by family members and
can be structured so that family members will manage the
private family foundation for multiple generations to come
(thus incorporating descendants into the philanthropic
process). The donor can create a private family foundation
to fulfill specifically selected purposes, which the
foundation is legally required to perpetually follow (thus,
except in very rare circumstances where the intentions are
uncertain or later become contrary to public policy, the
donor’s values can be perpetually pursued).
Often private family foundations are created during life
(although the largest transfers to the foundation may occur
at death). This creation during life means that the concept
of starting a private family foundation is not associated
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with death. Consequently, discussion of the topic is not
subject to interference from the avoidance defense.

Rather than bemoan the difficulty of competing with
private family foundations, a more constructive approach
is to consider how to develop competitive giving
opportunities.
These
competitive
opportunities,
incorporating some of the characteristics of a private
foundation, may be particularly attractive for mid-level
bequest donors who do not see the establishment of a
private family foundation as a realistic option. As reflected
by the above chart, the private family foundation does not
take a dominant share of the charitable bequest dollars
from this mid-level market.
The private family foundation can be, not just as a
challenging competitor, but a roadmap for building
attractive giving opportunities. Depending upon our
organizations, these opportunities may look like different
types of endowed funds such as scholarships, lectureships,
or permanent funds to support certain activities. Although
these funds may be limited to supporting the cause of one
307

RUSSELL JAMES

nonprofit organization, they can incorporate many of the
characteristics that make private family foundations so
attractive. For example, the charity could create permanent
funds bearing the name of the donor or the donor’s family.
Where possible, the charity might consider how family
members could be involved in the administration and
management of the permanent fund. A formal gift
agreement may help to create a legal expectation to
permanently follow the donor’s stated intentions similar to
the governing document of a private family foundation.
Additionally, the charity may consider encouraging the
lifetime establishment of such funds in conjunction with a
bequest commitment. How might this work in practice?
Suppose a university had a permanent fund giving
opportunity, such as a permanent named scholarship or an
endowed chair with a relatively high minimum required
gift. One approach to opening this opportunity to midlevel donors would be to permit the creation of the
scholarship or endowed chair upon a commitment to give
twice the annual payout amount each year, along with a
charitable bequest commitment for the remaining amount.
In this way, the endowed fund could reach its minimum
level, either by virtue of accumulating the annual gifts not
paid out, or by receiving a bequest gift fulfillment. In this
way, the charity could legitimately have a reason to request
evidence of a charitable bequest plan as a sign of a
commitment to – through one means or another – reach
the minimum funding level.
This is just one example of how a charity might choose
to incorporate the attractive characteristics of a private
family foundation into giving opportunities provided to
donors. There can, of course, be a variety of additional
applications depending upon the charity and the creativity
and openness of the charity’s leadership.
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Although we have reviewed a variety of specific
suggestions and strategies, the ultimate goal here is not to
provide a list of pre-determined techniques. Rather, the
goal has been to create a deep understanding of the
charitable bequest decision-making process. From that
deep understanding, we can ultimately develop new
techniques and strategies precisely targeted to accomplish
the goals of a specific organization working in a specific
context. Now at the conclusion of this extended lecture,
going inside the mind of the charitable bequest donor, I
want to encourage you, dear reader, to develop the next
generation of effective techniques to encourage charitable
bequest planning. Take this understanding of the bequest
decision-making process and use it to create dynamic
approaches and strategies that we’ve never seen before.
And, where possible, measure your results, so that you will
know and you will be able to communicate the degree to
which your strategies have indeed been successful. I look
forward to learning about these exciting new techniques as
they develop.
And finally, as I mentioned at the beginning, our
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current level of understanding of the processes of
charitable bequest decision-making is, I believe, gradually
improving. I personally hope to continue to conduct
experimental and neuroimaging research that will further
our understanding of this most important decision-making
process. And when another sufficiently large batch of
relevant findings have accumulated, I hope to be able to
communicate those to you in the future as well. Best
wishes as you pursue the noble task of encouraging
generosity among your fellow men and women.
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