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Complete presentation slide collection

Introduction: The 
Matryoshka doll

Primal fundraising 
and subjective 
ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅΥ LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ 

them!

Primal fundraising 
and reciprocal 
ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎΥ LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

them!

Primal fundraising 
and capacity for 
ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎƛǘȅΥ LΩƳ 

with them because 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

to me!

Relationship is the 
foundation of 

primal fundraising: 
LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ 

partners!

Primal fundraising 
leads with a gift: 
LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ 

important to them!

Impact, gratitude, 
and reciprocity in 

primal fundraising: 
I can make a 
difference!

Heroic donation 
displays in primal 
fundraising: I can 

be your hero, baby!

The heroic 
donation audience 

in primal 
fundraising: I need 

a hero!

Primal fundraising 
delivers practical 

value with external 
identity: This is 
totally worth it!

The power of 
community in 

primal fundraising: 
LΩƳ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎΣ 
LΩƳ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎΗ

Social norms in 
primal fundraising: 

People like me 
make gifts like this!

Primal fundraising 
delivers 

transcendent value 
with internal 

identity: I believe in 
this!

Professor Russell James, Texas Tech University



The 
Matryoshka 

Doll

Introduction to game theory 
and the natural origins of 
effective fundraising

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



The Matryoshka doll

1. The STORYTELLING 
Fundraiser: The 
Donor and the 
Science of Story

2. The EPIC 
Fundraiser: The 
Donor and the 
Universal Hero 
Story

3. The PRIMAL 
Fundraiser: Natural 
Origins of The 
5ƻƴƻǊΩǎ {ǘƻǊȅ



Into the rabbit hole

άDƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜ 
presence of the primal 
vision monomyth across 
culture and time, it is 
reasonable to conclude 
that there are powerful 
structuring forces within 
the human psyche that 
incline it to cast the 
meaning of human 
existence, suffering, and 
healing in these three-
part primal vision 
ǘŜǊƳǎΦέ

Professor Jim Dillon 
Dillon, J. J. (2010). The primal vision: The psychological effects of 
creation myth. Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 50(4), 495-513, 507. 



!ƴ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜ ƛǎ άŀƴ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ 
mode of functioning, 
corresponding to the inborn 
way in which the chick 
emerges from the egg, the 
bird builds its nest, a certain 
kind of wasp stings the 
motor ganglion of the 
caterpillar, and eels find their 
ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŜǊƳǳŘŀǎΦέ

C. G. Jung 

The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, ed. Herbert Read, Michael 
Fordham, and Gerhard Adler (20 vols; London: Routledge, 1953ς78). 
Volume XVIII, para. 1228.



Natural selection (ethology) 
and the Jungian archetype

ά9ǘƘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ WǳƴƎƛŀƴ 
psychology can be 
viewed as two sides of 
ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Ŏƻƛƴ Χ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǎ 
if ethologists have 
been engaged in an 
extraverted 
exploration of the 
ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜΦέ 

-Psychiatrist 
Anthony Stevens 

Stevens, A. (2001). Jung: A very short introduction.
[Kindle Edition]. Oxford University Press. p. 52.



ά!ƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
factors, 
therefore, that 
were essential to 
our near and 
remote 
ancestors will 
also be essential 
to us, for they 
are embedded in 
the inherited 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦέ

-C.G. JungThe Collected Works of C. G. Jung, ed. Herbert Read, Michael Fordham, and 
Gerhard Adler (20 vols; London: Routledge, 1953ς78). Volume VIII, para. 717.



Why jump in?

hƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ άǿƘȅΣέ 
ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ άƘƻǿέ 
to fit any circumstance

ά²Ƙȅέ 
vs. 
άIƻǿέ



The Storytelling
Fundraiser 

The Epic
Fundraiser 

The Primal
Fundraiser 

!ŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 5ƻƴƻǊΩǎ 
Hero Story



IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ 
(Monomyth)

An attractive story 
and universal myth

ÅThe steps of 
identity 
enhancement

ÅThe steps of an 
ideal donor 
experience Original 

Identity

Challenge

Victory

Enhanced 
Identity



Step 1: 
Connect with 
original 
identity

The Primal Fundraiser Chapters
1. Primal fundraising and subjective 

similarity: LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳΗ
2. Primal fundraising and reciprocal 

alliances: LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΗ
3. Primal fundraising and capacity for 

reciprocity: LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŜΗ

4. Relationship is the foundation of 
primal fundraising: LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΗ

5. Primal fundraising leads with a gift: 
LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ 
important to them!



Steps 2 & 3: 
Present a 
challenge 
that wins a 
victory

The Primal Fundraiser Chapters

6. Impact, gratitude, and reciprocity in 
primal fundraising: I can make a 
difference! 

7. Heroic donation displays in primal 
fundraising: I can be your hero, 
baby! 

8. The heroic donation audience in 
primal fundraising: I need a hero! 



Step 4: 
Deliver an 
enhanced 
identity

The Primal Fundraiser Chapters

9. Primal fundraising delivers practical 
value with identity and audience: This 
is totally worth it! 

10.The power of community in primal 
fundraising: LΩƳ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎΣ LΩƳ 
sharing!

11.Social norms in primal fundraising: 
People like me make gifts like this!

12.Primal fundraising delivers 
transcendent value with internal 
identity: I believe in this!



The 
Matryoshka 

Doll

Introduction to game theory 
and the natural origins of 
effective fundraising

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



Primal 
fundraising 
and 
subjective 
similarity

LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ 
them!

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



In fundraising, 
story works

Story works better than 
formal descriptions, 
facts, or figures

Story works better than 
non-story 



¢ƘŜ ŘƻƴƻǊΩǎ 
story works

A story becomes the 
ŘƻƴƻǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

donor identifies with 
its characters and 

values



ά9ƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
ΨƭƛƪŜ ƳŜΩέ

-Robert McKee



IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ƎƛǾƛƴƎΥ

My Cost < (Their Benefit X Our Similarity) 

Natural origins

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~grafen/cv/WDH_memoir.pdf

W. D. Hamilton
Hamilton, W. D. (1964). The genetical evolution of social 
behaviour. II. Journal of Theoretical Biology, 7(1), 17-52.

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~grafen/cv/WDH_memoir.pdf


IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ 
model 
matches 
some 
findings

Altruistic sharing 
increases with 
similarity in

ÅBehavior

ÅLocation

ÅAppearance 

ÅPolitical views 

ÅReligious views  

ÅSports-team 
loyalty 

ÅMusic 
preferences

Ben-Ner, A., McCall, B. P., Stephane, 
M., & Wang, H. (2009). Identity and 
in-group/out-group differentiation in 
work and giving behaviors: 
Experimental evidence. Journal of 
Economic Behavior & Organization, 
72(1), 153-170; Rushton, J. P. (1989). 
Genetic similarity, human altruism, 
and group selection. Behavioral and 
Brain sciences, 12(3), 503-518.



Similarity is subjective 
Important similarities are identity-defining similarities 



Subjective feelings 
determine effects of 
objective similarity

Å¢ƘƻǎŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ άIƻǿ 
close do you feel to your 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƻǊ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇΚέ ǿƛǘƘ 
άǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜέ ƻǊ άŎƭƻǎŜΣέ ƎŀǾŜ 
more when the pictured 
hurricane victims matched 
their own race

Å¢ƘƻǎŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ άƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ 
ŎƭƻǎŜέ ƻǊ άƴƻǘ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣέ 
did the opposite Fong, C. M., & Luttmer, E. F. (2009). What determines giving to Hurricane 

Katrina victims? Experimental evidence on racial group loyalty. American 
Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 1(2), 64-87.



Similarity 
with charities 

Identity connections 
with the charity can 
also motivate a gift



Similarities with 
fundraisers In experiments, 

people are more 
compliant if the 
requester shares 
the same

ÅBirthday

ÅFingerprint 
similarities

ÅFirst name

Burger, J. M., Messian, N., Patel, S., del Prado, A., & Anderson, C. (2004). What a coincidence! The 
effects of incidental similarity on compliance. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30(1), 35-43.



Similarity with 
fundraisers

Adams, C. C. (2017). Gender congruence and philanthropic behavior: 
A critical quantitative approach to charitable giving practices. 
[Dissertation]. University of Missouri-Columbia. 
https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/handle/10355/62238



Similarity with fundraisers Alumni were more 
likely to give to 
student callers who 
shared their same

ÅField of study 

ÅFirst name, or 
even

ÅFirst letter of 
their first name

A

A

Bekkers, R. (2010). George gives to geology Jane: The name letter effect and incidental similarity cues 
in fundraising. International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, 15(2), 172-180



Similarity 
with 
fundraisers

In one 
experiment, if 
an education 
project was led 
by a teacher 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƴƻǊΩǎ 
first name, 
giving doubled

Munz, K., Jung, M., & Alter, A. (2017). Charitable giving to teachers with the same name: An implicit egotism field 
experiment.ACR North American Advances, 45. http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/v45/acr_vol45_1024370.pdf



Fundraising and 
subjective similarities

A fundraiser can 
ÅReference and 

remind donors of 
similarities

ÅShape perceived 
similarities through 
Socratic inquiry

ÅBuild perceived 
similarities through 
donor experiences 

ÅMatch giving 
options with 
identity-defining 
similarities



Uncover the 
ŘƻƴƻǊΩǎ 
identity-
defining 
factors by 
asking and 
listening



Influencing identity-
defining factors

ÅDiscuss values 
connections

ÅDiscuss life story 
connections

ÅBuild similarities 
through donor 
experiences

In experiments, asking 
about the importance 
of causes or recalling 
life story connections 
with them increases 
support

James, R. N., III. (2018). Increasing charitable donation intentions with preliminary importance ratings. International Review on Public and Nonprofit Marketing, 15(3), 393-411. James, R. N., III. (2015). 
The family tribute in charitable bequest giving: An experimental test of the effect of reminders on giving intentions. Nonprofit Management and Leadership, 26(1), 73-89; James, R. N., III. (2016). 
Phrasing the charitable bequest inquiry. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 27(2), 998-1011.



The power of 
άǳǎέ

Helping people or 
organizations like 
άǳǎέ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ 
but donors 
subjectively define 
ǘƘƛǎ άǳǎέ ƎǊƻǳǇ



Primal 
fundraising 
and 
subjective 
similarity

LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ 
them!

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



LΩƳ ²ƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜƳ
Primal fundraising and reciprocal alliances

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



In fundraising, 
identifying with 
others is powerful

ÅI am like them 

ÅI am with them



My Cost < (Recipient Benefit X Our Similarity)

Natural origins of giving:
I am likethem

Hamilton, W. D. (1964). The genetical evolution of social 
behaviour. Journal of Theoretical Biology, 7(1), 17-52.



Natural origins of giving:
I am with them

Reciprocal altruism and alliances can lead to giving 
even among unrelated others

Axelrod, R., & Hamilton, W. D. (1981). 
The evolution of cooperation. 
Science, 211(4489), 1390-1396; 
Trivers, R. L. (1971). The evolution of 
reciprocal altruism. The Quarterly 
Review of Biology, 46(1), 35-57.



The primal-giving game
Giving is costly for the donor, but both sides are better 

off if both sides give

Each must choose before knowing what the other player will do.

Boyd, R. (1988). Is the repeated prisoner's dilemma a good model of reciprocal altruism? Ethology and Sociobiology, 9(2-4), 211-222.



The little game 
that could

Biologists find 
reciprocal altruism 
in vampire bats, 
vervet monkeys, 

sea bass, 
minnows, guppies, 

fig wasps, tree 
ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿǎΣ άŦǳƴƎƛΣ 
plants, fish, birds, 

rats, and 
ǇǊƛƳŀǘŜǎέ 

Alfieri, M. (1992). Interpopulational differences in the use of the tit-for-tat strategy during predator 
inspection in the guppy, Poecilia reticulata. Evolutionary Ecology, 6(6), 519-526; Axelrod & Hamilton at 1395; 
Lombardo, M. P. (1985). Mutual restraint in tree swallows: a test of the Tit for Tat model of reciprocity. 
Science, 227 (4692), 1363-1365; Carter G, Chen T, Razik I. (2020). The Theory of Reciprocal Altruism. In: The 
SAGE Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology (editor: T Shackelford). Sage; Carter, G. (2014). The reciprocity 
controversy. Animal Behavior and Cognition, 1(3), 368-386, p. 368 

Wilkinson, G. S. (1984). Reciprocal food sharing in the vampire 
bat. Nature, 308 (5955), 181; Seyfarth, R. M., & Cheney, D. L. 
(1984). Grooming, alliances and reciprocal altruism in vervet 
monkeys. Nature, 308 (5959), 541; Axelrod & Hamilton at 
1394; Milinski, M., Kulling, D., & Kettler, R. (1990). Tit for tat: 
ǎǘƛŎƪƭŜōŀŎƪǎ όDŀǎǘŜǊƻǎǘŜǳǎ ŀŎǳƭŜŀǘǳǎύΨǘǊǳǎǘƛƴƎΩŀ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ 
partner. Behavioral Ecology, 1(1), 7-11; Dugatkin, L. A., &



Raising money for a 
neighborhood park

1. Everyone gives. A 
beautiful park means 
property values go 
up. Everyone wins.

2.L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜΣ ōǳǘ 
others do. Property 
values still go up, and 
it costs me nothing!

3. I give, but others 
ŘƻƴΩǘΦ Lǘ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƳŜ ŀ 
lot, but little changes. 

4. Nobody gives and 
nobody benefits. 
tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
change.

1
2

3
4



The little game that could

With small variations, it 
can model:

Impact
Gratitude
Publicity
Threat or opportunity
Tax deductions
Lead gifts
Matching gifts
New donor attrition
Recipient similarity
Advising against interest
Prospect development
Donor benefits
Crisis appeals
And more



Winning strategy: Giving must 
be seen by partners who are 
able and willing to reciprocate

1. Audience capacity: 
ά!ǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀǘŜΚέ

2. Reciprocity 
ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎΥ ά!ǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ 
willing to 
ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀǘŜΚέ

With many rounds and 
many players, winning 
the game means 
predicting reciprocity:



¢ƘŀǘΩǎ 
not how 
people 
think!



But it is how they act
ÅbŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ

ÅLǘΩǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ



Are cows secretly doing 
calculus?
ÅGrazing patterns can be predicted 

using complex optimization calculus

ÅOptimizing behaviors replicate; 
ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ

Å/ŀƭŎǳƭǳǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ άƘƻǿέ ŀ Ŏƻǿ 
thinks, but it is how a cow acts

Sawalhah, M. N., Cibils, A. F., Hu, C., Cao, H., & Holechek, J. L. (2014). Animal-driven rotational 
grazing patterns on seasonally grazed New Mexico rangeland. Rangeland Ecology & 
Management, 67(6), 710-714.



The game predicts actions 
(fast) not thinking (slow)
Åά/ŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ΨƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜΣΩ 
subconscious, and context-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎΦέ 
ÅάwŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜƭȅƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǎŜƭŦ-

control, many human prosocial 
behaviors are fast, intuitive, and built 
ƛƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ōŀǎƛŎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎέ 
ÅάwŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǇǳȊȊƭŜ ƛǎ 

slow and difficult compared to the way 
insight is quickly gained about the 
same logical problem framed as a 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΦέ

Carter, G. (2014). The reciprocity controversy. Animal 
Behavior and Cognition, 1(3), 368-386.



LǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘ 
ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
make sense

Å.ǳǘ ǿŀƛǘΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƻƴƻǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
expecting any actual reciprocity 
or returned favors and they 
certainly know the beneficiaries 
ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ

ÅSo, why are reciprocity and 
similarity signals still 
important? 

ÅChanging to a modern 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 
the power of the ancient hard-
wired signals



Ancient signals 
still drive behavior 
even if they no 
longer make sense

Herring-gull 
chicks preferred a 
higher-contrast 
striped metal rod 
ǘƻ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 
natural 
markings

Tinbergen, N., & Perdeck, A. C. (1951). On the stimulus situation 
releasing the begging response in the newly hatched Herring Gull 
chick (Larus argentatus argentatus Pont.). Behaviour, 3(1), 1-39.



Ancient signals still 
drive behavior 
even if they no 

longer make sense

Rapid wing fluttering attracts male 
butterflies but, in the lab, they prefer 
the super-fast fluttering of a rotating 
cylinder to actual females

Magnus, Dietrich. "Experimentelle Untersuchungen zur Bionomie und Ethologie des Kaisermantels Argynnis paphia L.(Lep. Nymph.)I. Über optische 
Auslöser von Anfliegereaktionen und ihre Bedeutung für das Sichfinden der Geschlechter." Zeitschrift für Tierpsychologie 15.4(1958): 397-426.



The ancient signals still 
drive behavior even if they 
no longer make sense

ÅAppeal letters with 
άŜȅŜǎǇƻǘǎέ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ 
than three times the 
donations of those with a 
άǇȅǊŀƳƛŘέ

ÅGift visibility works even if it 
ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭ

YǊǳǇƪŀΣ 9Φ [ΦΣ ŀƴŘ wΦ ¢Φ /ǊƻǎƻƴΦ нлмсΦ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ bƻǊƳǎ /ǳŜǎ ƻƴ /ƘŀǊƛǘŀōƭŜ 
/ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦέ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ .ŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ мнуΥ мпф-158 at 154 table 1



The reciprocal altruism game still matters

Modern fundraising still requires paying attention to the ancient signals



LΩƳ ²ƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜƳ
Primal fundraising and reciprocal alliances

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



LΩƳ ²ƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜƳ 
.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
Important to 
Me

Primal fundraising 
and capacity for 
reciprocity Professor Russell James

Texas Tech University



Primal question #1:
Who is ableto 
return a favor?

ÅWho is likely to have a 
shared future with 
me? (Who is near me? 
Who is stable?)

ÅWho has strength (or 
other valuable 
resources) to share?

ÅWho can observe my 
giving?



The primal-giving game
Giving is costly for the donor, but both sides are better 

off if both sides give

Each must choose before knowing what the other player will do.

Boyd, R. (1988). Is the repeated prisoner's dilemma a good model of reciprocal altruism? Ethology and Sociobiology, 9(2-4), 211-222.



The primal-ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǳƴōǊŜŀƪŀōƭŜ ƭŀǿΥ

Giving must be seen by partners who are able and 
willing to reciprocate



One-round game = No future = No reciprocity possible

Giving must be seen by partners who are ableand 
willing to reciprocate



Invisible giving = No reciprocity possible

Giving must be seenby partners who are able and 
willing to reciprocate



άhƴŜ-ƴƛƎƘǘ ǎǘŀƴŘέҐ bƻ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ Ґ bƻ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎƛǘȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ

Giving must be seen by partners who are ableand 
willing to reciprocate



Capacity for reciprocity in the game = 
The number of future game meetings 

0 meetings? 10? 
1% chance of 1? 
1% chance of 100?



Capacity for 
reciprocity in nature: 
Do we have a future? 

ά¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 
makes it ecologically 
rational for organisms to 
cooperate, rather than 
cheat or exploit each other. 
In part, this is because an 
act of defection now lowers 
the probability of receiving 
a stream of benefits in the 
ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƛŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ 
responds to defection in 
ƪƛƴŘΦέ

Sznycer, D., Delton, A. W., Robertson, T. E., Cosmides, L., & Tooby, J. (2019). The 
ecological rationality of helping others: Potential helpers integrate cues of recipients' 
need and willingness to sacrifice. Evolution and Human Behavior, 40(1), 34-45, 35.



Capacity for 
reciprocity in nature: 
Passing strangers 
and stable neighbors

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘǿƻ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
kinds of interaction: those in 
neighboring territories where the 
probability of interaction is high, 
and strangers whose probability 
ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƻǿΦέ Axelrod, R., & 

Hamilton, W. D. (1981). 
The evolution of 
cooperation. Science, 
211(4489), 1390-1396, 
p. 1391.



άΧŀǉǳŀǘƛŎ ŎƭŜŀƴŜǊ 
mutualisms occur in coastal 
and reef situations where 
animals live in fixed home 
ranges or territories. They 

seem to be unknown in the 
free-mixing circumstances of 

ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǎŜŀΦέ

Passing strangers and stable neighbors
ÅWithout stable neighbors, repeated interactions are rare 
ÅWithout this shared future, reciprocal helping disappears

Axelrod, R., & Hamilton, W. D. (1981). The evolution of 
cooperation. Science, 211(4489), 1390-1396, p. 1394



In nature, sustainable 
giving starts with a 
shared future

This requires stable neighbors

ÅAnt colonies, which stay in one 
place, have many reciprocal 
relationships with other species 

ÅHoneybee colonies, which often 
ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ

Axelrod, R., & Hamilton, W. D. (1981). The evolution of cooperation. Science, 211(4489), 1390-1396



Charity strangers or 
charity neighbors?

What do game theory, fish, ants, 
and bees have to do with 
fundraising? 

ÅIn each case, sustainable giving 
ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ōȅ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ ά5ƻ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ 
ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΚέ 

Å¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴΣ άWǳǎǘ ǘƘǊƻǿ 
our message as far and wide as 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΗέ



άLǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ŏƻǎǘǎ 
nonprofits two to three 
times as much to recruit a 
donor than they will give 
ōȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘƻƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

-Professor Adrian Sargeant

ÅApproaching new 
donors as strangers is 
expensive

ÅSustainability requires 
building an ongoing 
reciprocal relationship 
and a shared future

Steinberg, R., & Morris, D. (2010). Ratio discrimination in charity fundraising: The inappropriate use of cost 
ratios has harmful side-effects. Voluntary Sector Review, 1(1), 77-95. p. 86. Citing to, Sargeant, A. (2008). 
Donor retention: What do we know and what can we do about it?Association of Fundraising Professionals, 
www.afpnet.com/content_documents/Donor_Retention_What_Do_We_Know.pdf



Åά9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣέ 
άǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣέ ŀƴŘ 
άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƎƻƻŘ 
social-emotional words 

ÅBut in the game, they 
simplify to one thing: The 
number of future 
reciprocal interactions

Charity 
neighbors



Charity 
neighbors
Go see donors. Bring a gift. 



Charity neighbors and 
strangers in legacy giving 

Almost a third of legacy society 
members received no 
communications from the charity 
in their last two years of life 

ÅAmong these, half removed 
their gifts to the charity

ÅFor those who got at least one 
communication, fewer than a 
quarter removed their gifts

Wishart, R., & James, R. N., III. (2021). The final outcome of charitable bequest gift intentions: Findings and 
implications for legacy fundraising. International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, 26(4), e1703.



Neighbor strength and 
stability in nature

άǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ŎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
likelihood of continued interaction is 
helpful as an indication of when 
reciprocal cooperation is or is not 
ǎǘŀōƭŜΧΦ LƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ 
to reduced viability would be one 
detectable sign of declining [future 
interactions]. Both animals in a 
partnership would then be expected 
ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜΦέ

Axelrod, R., & Hamilton, W. D. (1981). The evolution of cooperation. Science, 
211(4489), 1390-1396, p. 1395.



Å In modern experiments, 
people are more likely to 
share with a high-status 
player

Å In indigenous tribes, high-
status members receive 
more gifts of food

Ball, S., & Eckel, C. C. (1998). The economic value of status. The Journal of Socio-
Economics, 27(4), 495-497; Hames, R. (2017). Reciprocal altruism in Yanomamö food 
exchange. In Adaptation and human behavior (pp. 397-416, at p. 398). Routledge. 

Sharing works best 
with a strong, stable 
partner



Charity 
strength 
and 
stability in 
fundraising

Financial data from thousands of charities show:

ÅCǳƴŘǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅΩǎ 
άŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 
charitable services in the event of changed 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎέ

Å!ƴŘ ά5ƻƴƻǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέ 

Trussel, J. M., & 
Parsons, L. M. 
(2007). Financial 
reporting factors 
affecting donations 
to charitable 
organizations. 
Advances in 
Accounting, 23, 
263-285; Parsons, L. 
M., & Trussel, J. M. 
(2008). 
Fundamental 
analysis of not-for-
profit financial 
statements: An 
examination of 
financial 
vulnerability 
measures. Research 
in Government and 
Nonprofit 
Accounting, 12, 35-
56.



ÅOver two-thirds of all donations 
over $1 million go to universities 
that hold large endowments or 
foundations that arelarge 
endowments

ÅEx: In 2019, nine of the ten largest 
charitable gifts went to such 
organizations

ÅOver a quarter of all charitable 
bequest dollars to education go to 
just 35 of the wealthiest, oldest, 
and most stable private schools

Coutts and Co. (2015) Coutts Million Pound Donors report, http://philanthropy.coutts.com/en/reports/2015/united-states/findings.html ; 
Yakowicz, W. (Dec. 29, 2019). The biggest philanthropic gifts of 2019. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/willyakowicz/2020/12/29/the-top-
10-philanthropic-gifts-of-2019; Fleischer, M. P., (2007). Charitable contributions in an ideal estate tax, Tax Law Review 60, 263 at 303.

Do large donations go to the 
neediest organizations? 



Showing charity 
strength and stability

Do we have a shared future 
together? 

ÅCharity strength and stability 
works

ÅJust using permanence 
language can work

ÅBuilding a strong, stable donor 
community works

ÅPermanent endowments work
James, R. N. (2019). Encouraging repeated memorial donations to a scholarship fund: An experimental test of permanence goals and
anniversary acknowledgements. Philanthropy & Education, 2(2), 1-28; Wade-Benzoni, K. A., Tost, L. P., Hernandez, M., & Larrick, R. P. 
όнлмнύΦ LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΥ 5ŜŀǘƘΣ ƭŜƎŀŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ноόтύΣ тлп-709; Kumru, C. 
S., & Vesterlund, L. (2010). The effect of status on charitable giving. Journal of Public Economic Theory, 12(4), 709-735.



Do we have a shared 
reciprocal future together?

When a charity wins the 
primal-giving game, it 
wins the fundraising game



LΩƳ ²ƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜƳ 
.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
Important to 
Me

Primal fundraising 
and capacity for 
reciprocity Professor Russell James

Texas Tech University



LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΗ

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University

Relationship Is The Foundation 
of Primal giving



In nature, sustainable giving 
to unrelated others requires 
some form of reciprocity 

Reciprocity can be 
a different size, 
type, or time, but 
sustainable giving 
still requires 
answering this:

Who is able and 
willing to return a 
favor? 



Who is ableto 
return a favor? 

ÅWho is likely to have 
a shared future with 
me [Who is near 
me? Who is stable?]

ÅWho has strength 
(or other valuable 
resources)?

ÅWho can see my 
giving?



Who is 
willing to 

return a favor? 

Who is this 
person 
to me?

Relationship 
defines 

reciprocity 
expectations



Relationship 
and giving

άǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǿ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘǊŀƛǎŜΩ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ 
being classified as romance if 
ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎ ŜǾŜǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŀƴǎΦέ 

-Dr. Beth Breeze

Breeze, B. (2017). The New Fundraisers. Bristol, UK: Policy Press. p. 100



Relationship 
problems

ά¢ŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘǊŀƛǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
ΨōǳƛƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩ 
(Burnett, 2002; Burk, 2003), to 
ΨƭƻǾŜΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƻƴƻǊǎ (Pitman, 
2007), and to treat the 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ΨƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ 
ŎƻǳǊǘǎƘƛǇΩ (Green et al, 2007)
is of limited value without 
insights or examples of 
precisely how this can be 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘΦέ

-Dr. Beth BreezeBreeze, B. (2017). The New Fundraisers. Bristol, UK: Policy Press. p. 118. Citing to Burk, P. (2003) Donor-Centered Fundraising, Chicago: Burk 
and Associates Ltd.; Burnett, K. (2002 [1992]) Relationship Fundraising,2nd ed., San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.; Green, F., McDonald, B. and van 
Herpt, J. (2007) Iceberg Philanthropy: Unlocking Extraordinary Gifts from Ordinary Donors, Ottawa, ON: The FLA Group.; Pitman, M. (2007). Ask 
Without Fear: A Simple Guide to Connecting Donors with What Matters to Them Most, Greenville, SC: Standish and Wade Publishing.



What not to do
Acting with no reciprocity 

Acting with transactional
reciprocity



No reciprocity 
means no giving
ÅReciprocity need not be 

similar in amount, or 
kind, or timing

ÅBut without some kind of 
reciprocity, giving to 
unrelated others always 
ƭƻǎŜǎΤ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ ǳƴƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 
act



Transactional reciprocity excludes generosity

9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ άǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘέ 



Transactional 
behavior in 
anthropology 

Anthropologist Raymond Hames explains, 

ά9ǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǎ 
foragers (Mauss, 1967)and Irish smallholders 
(Arensberg, 1959)have long noted that 
attempts to [strictly] balance exchanges are 
ǘŀƴǘŀƳƻǳƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƴŘƛƴƎΧ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦέ

Hames, R. (2017). Reciprocal altruism in Yanomamö food exchange. In Adaptation and human behavior(pp. 397-416, at p. 411). Routledge. Citing to Arensberg, C. M. (1959). The Irish 
countryman: An anthropological study. Gloucester, MA: P. Smith. Mauss, M. (1967). Essai sure le don. The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies. New York: Norton.

Durand and Bertrand, published on Le 
Tour du Monde, Paris, 1864



Transactional behavior 
in primates 

Zoologist Gerald Carter writes,

ά{ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴǎΣ 
nonhuman primates 
cooperate in a more 
contingent manner with less 
ōƻƴŘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΦέ

Carter, G. (2015). Cooperation and social bonds in common vampire bats 
(Doctoral dissertation- University of Maryland). p. 23



Transactional behavior 
in the movies 

Cheating husband to mistress:

άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΦ L ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ 
know what to get you -- anyway it's a 
little awkward for me, shopping -- so 
here's a hundred dollars -- go out and 
ōǳȅ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦέ 

She starts crying, begins to take off 
ƘŜǊ Ŏƻŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άhƪŀȅΦΦΦ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ 
ƛǘΩǎ ǇŀƛŘ ŦƻǊΦΦΦέ



Transactional 
behavior in 
charities 

ά.ǳǘ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ /ŀƴΩǘ 
L ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘΚέ



Charity administrator 
worldview

²ŜΩǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘΗ 

Therefore, people 
should give us things. 

Because we deserve it. 
ό.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǎƻ 
great!)

Our part in a 
relationship? Just keep 
being our fantastic 
selves!

And, oh yes, keep 
reminding people how 
wonderful we really are.



ÅTransactional norms are 
efficient, but they 
contradict a sharing 
relationship

ÅThe key factor underlying 
successful major gift asks: 
άCƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ 
within relationships of 
trust rather than as a 
result of a transactional 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ

Donor 
as ATM?

Breeze, B., & Jollymore, G. (2017). 
Understanding solicitation: Beyond the 
binary variable of being asked or not being 
asked. International Journal of Nonprofit and 
Voluntary Sector Marketing, 22(4), e1607.



Tiny signals
Leading with formal, technical, financial, and contract terms signals 

a transactional relationship



Tiny signals

Å/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ά5hb!¢LbD Ґ I9[tLbDέ 
ǘƻ ά[h±LbD Ґ I9[tLbDΣέ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 
donations by more than half 

ÅChanging a donation box headline 
ŦǊƻƳ ά5hb!¢LbDҐI9[tLbDέ ƻǊ ƴƻ 
ƘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜ ǘƻ ά5hb!¢LbDҐ[h±LbDΣέ 
nearly doubled donations

ÅChanging the box from either 
round or square to heart-shaped 
nearly doubled donations

DǳŞƎǳŜƴΣ bΦΣ WŀŎƻōΣ /ΦΣ ϧ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎπ{ƛǊŜΣ ±Φ όнлммύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ά[ƻǾƛƴƎέ ƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ŦǳƴŘǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘΥ ŜǾidence from a French field study. International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary 
Sector Marketing, 16(4), 371-оулΤ DǳŞƎǳŜƴΣ bΦΣ ϧ [ŀƳȅΣ [Φ όнлммύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƭƻǾŜέ ƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ Ƙumanitarian aid: An evaluation in a field setting. Social Influence, 6(4), 249-258.; 
Guéguen, N., Jacob, C., & Charles-Sire, V. (2011). Helping with all your heart: The effect of cardioids cue on compliance to a request for humanitarian aid. Social Marketing Quarterly, 17(4), 2-11.



Tiny signals

Alaska statewide giving 
campaign:

ÅtƻǎǘŎŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ άaŀƪŜ !ƭŀǎƪŀ 
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜέ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ 
effect

ÅtƻǎǘŎŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ά²ŀǊƳ ȅƻǳǊ 
ƘŜŀǊǘέ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 
likelihood and size of 
donations 

List, J. A., Murphy, J. J., Price, M. K., & James, A. G. (2021). An experimental test of 
fundraising appeals targeting donor and recipient benefits. Nature Human Behaviour, 1-10.



[ŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ 
practical!
Å²ŜΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ 

what NOT to 
do

ÅThe next 
lecture looks 
at what TO DO 
to build these 
relationships



LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΗ

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University

Relationship Is The Foundation 
of Primal giving



Primal Fundraising Leads with a Gift
LΩƳ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜƳ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ¢ƘŜƳ

Professor Russell James
Texas Tech University



The primal giving game: 
Tournament of Champions

One strategy always won 
Lead with a gift, 
then act reciprocally

Axelrod, R., & Hamilton, W. D. (1981). The evolution 
of cooperation. Science, 211(4489), 1390-1396.



Play the game 

https://ncase.me/trust/



How does game theory apply to 
real-world fundraising?
Go see donors. Bring a gift. 



Good gifts

ÅThis is not transactional

ÅThis is personal

ÅI care enough to know what you like

ÅI want to make you happy



Bad gifts
ÅCash benefits reduce donations

ÅExplicit trades reduce donations

Ariely, D., Bracha, A., & Meier, S. (2009). Doing good or doing well? Image motivation and monetary incentives in behaving prosocially. American Economic Review, 99(1), 544-55. Newman, G. E., 
& Cain, D. M. (2014). Tainted altruism: When doing some good is evaluated as worse than doing no good at all. Psychological science, 25(3), 648-655.; Zlatev, J. J., & Miller, D. T. (2016). Selfishly 
benevolent or benevolently selfish: When self-interest undermines versus promotes prosocial behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 137, 112-122.



ÅA charity can share valuable services with 
donors but, ideally, sharing will create few 
άŜȄǘǊŀέ ŎƻǎǘǎΣ ŜΦƎΦΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ 
employees, social groups, or facilities. 

ÅLǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀƭ ōǳǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ

Valuable, 
ƴƻǘ άŎƻǎǘƭȅΣέ 
gifts


