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Abstract 

 

Charities mainly rely on direct mailings to attract the attention of potential donators. 

Individuals may feel irritated by these mailings, in particular when they receive many 

mailings. This might harm the revenues charities receive from their mailing activities. 

Moreover, target selection by charities likely results in many mailings being sent to the 

best donators and hence they might also be most irritated. As such, irritation with direct 

mailings could well be endogenously determined. To ensure exogenous variation in 

irritation, we performed a unique controlled field experiment in cooperation with five of 

the largest charities in the Netherlands. Our analysis reveals that direct mailings do result 

in irritation, but surprisingly this affects neither stated nor actual donating behavior.  
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Introduction 

 

Charities rely heavily on direct mailings to attract the attention of potential donators. In 

addition, billboard, television and radio advertising, as well as online activities, are used, 

but direct mailings by far outnumber other commercial efforts. Much attention is paid to 

the design of the printed material, the catch phrases and the wording. The careful 

attention paid to the content of solicitation letters, however, has not been able to avoid a 

strong association between charitable direct mailings and what is known as “junk 

mail”. The large number of charities sending out direct mailings, and the volumes at 

which they do this, results in self-stated annoyance towards the charities and their direct 

mailing activities for more than 60% of the population (TNS NIPO, 2003, NFP Synergy, 

2004). Although people often see the value of charities, they also believe the charities are 

overdoing it and are wasting paper and time.  

 A potential consequence of irritation is that individuals cut their donations to 

charity or even stop donating completely. Obviously, and most importantly, this reduces 

revenues. Another effect is that the databases of charities become less useful for future 

target selection. So, for charities it is important to understand what happens when people 

get irritated. Existing literature, however, only provides evidence for charitable direct 

mail irritation, but there is no detailed study on its behavioral consequences, especially 

not on actual donating behavior. Diamond and Noble (2001) get close as they use a 

survey to elicit respondents’ general response behavior towards direct mailings. 

 Although data collection through a survey is a natural strategy to measure levels 

of irritation and response behavior, there also is a clear drawback of this approach. 

Indeed, individuals may misrepresent their actual behavior, as answers to questions on 

how much people actually donate could be subject to a social desirability bias (Burt and 

Popple, 1998). In addition, individuals might not recall exactly how many mailings they 

received. To meet these drawbacks, the approach we take in this paper is to compare 

stated measures of irritation with actual donating behavior. Moreover, as charities 

compete and hence individuals may receive multiple mailings from multiple charities in 

short stretches of time, we design a natural field experiment in which we create 
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controlled variation in the number of mailings individuals receive. This permits us to 

investigate the impact of direct mailings and irritation in a realistic setting within the 

appropriate subject pool (see List and Reiley, 2008). To carry out this natural field 

experiment, we obtained cooperation of five of the largest charities in the Netherlands.  

To ensure a proper causal interpretation of the relationships between mailing 

pressure, irritation and behavior, we focus on dependent variables that are measured in 

the future, compared to the timing of the independent variables. More specific, we first 

carry out the field experiment to create exogenous variation in mail pressure. We then 

measure irritation with a survey, where irritation is a potential consequence of increased 

mail pressure. Finally, the effect of irritation on behavior is analyzed using behavior in a 

time period following the survey. Combining the abovementioned sources of information, 

properly spaced in time, provides us with a unique database. Moreover, our analysis 

results in a surprising conclusion. While people do claim to get irritated by direct 

mailings, and that they get more irritated by more mailings, such irritation affects neither 

stated nor actual donating behavior.  

 The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Before we arrive at our data 

analysis and results, we first provide a discussion of the relevant literature. Then we 

discuss the data collection and our statistical methodology. After studying the potential 

impact of mere-measurement effects, we conclude with a discussion of the main results.  

 

Background 

 

Potential donators nowadays feel overwhelmed by many direct mailings from many 

charities (Abdy and Barclay 2001, Sargeant and Kähler 1999) and this may lead to 

“donor fatigue” (Andreoni 2006). The term junk mail surfaces frequently in reference to 

direct mailings. These unwanted exposures may cause irritation, which in turn could 

influence behavior, for example by reducing charitable donations. 

Over the past decades, companies have continuously increased their use of direct 

marketing, with direct mail as the most important direct marketing activity of all (Direct 

Marketing Association 2007). One type of company that is known for making extensive 

use of direct print mail is charities (Francis and Holland 1999).  
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As each direct mail provides an individual with an opportunity to donate, it may 

seem appealing to send direct mailings at high frequencies. The more mailings, the higher 

is the probability that at least one mailing will not be overlooked in the large amounts of 

mail or simply discarded out of lack of interest at the time of receipt. Similarly, repeated 

advertising exposures can lead to familiarity and liking of a company and can prevent 

forgetting over time (Zajonc 1968; Zielske 1959). Direct mailings can thus serve as a 

reinforcement of the message. Indeed, the amount of charitable direct mailings is 

unabatedly on the rise (Direct Marketing Association 2007). At the same time, more 

mailings will also be more costly, while revenues cannot be expected to increase forever 

(see Simester, Hu, Brynjolfsson and Anderson (2009) for evidence in the context of 

direct mail catalogs). In that sense, there will be decreasing marginal revenues from 

sending more mailings, most likely driven by decreasing marginal utility of donating 

more money or by increasing opportunity costs. 

Despite the obvious relevance of the subject, not much research has been devoted 

to investigating the attitudinal and behavioral consequences of direct mail advertising in 

general and of charitable direct mail in particular. An exception is the study of 

Korgaonkar, Karson and Akaah (1997), who investigate consumers’ attitudes towards 

direct marketing solicitations. They find that even though some consumers enjoy direct 

mailings (for example in the case of catalogs) and describe them as informative and 

entertaining, many consumers view them as useless junk mail. 

 

Charitable direct mailing irritation 

Recently there have appeared some studies establishing that too many direct mailings in a 

short period of time may have a negative long-run effect on the attitude towards the 

mailing company, for example caused by irritation (Diamond and Noble 2001, Elliott and 

Speck 1998). Besides the displeasure incurred by the content of an advertisement (as 

studied by Aaker and Bruzzone 1985, for example), the sheer frequency of exposure may 

cause annoyance (Bruce 1995; Greyser 1973; Zajonc 1968). Additionally, indirect 

evidence for frequency induced irritation3 is presented by Naik and Piersma (2002), who 

                                                 
3 Irritation, as a negative affective response, can also result in other contexts, see for example Pruyn and 
Smidts (1998) for a study of irritation caused by waiting times.  
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find that cumulative direct mailing exposures cause irritation which erodes goodwill 

towards the company.  

This negative effect of direct mailings may be even stronger in the case of 

charitable direct mailings as opposed to, for example, catalogs. This is because charitable 

requests suggest obligation and there are no obvious immediate personal benefits of 

responding for the recipient (Rothschild 1979). Individuals do not like to be confronted 

with such appeals (Diamond and Noble 2001), and their tendency to get irritated by high 

charitable mail frequencies may be much stronger than it is with regular direct mail. 

Indeed, Francis and Holland (1999) show that consumers have much stronger feelings 

about charitable direct mail than other types of direct mail and that charitable direct mail 

results in more irritation.  

 

Behavioral consequences 

High frequencies of direct mailings can cause unfavorable attitudinal and emotional 

responses. Naik and Piersma (2002) argue that the role of marketing communications and 

their effects on attitudinal variables in direct mailing response is generally ignored. This 

is particularly striking as it is generally agreed that consumer attitudes influence 

consumer behavior (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975). For example, perceived advertising clutter 

might reduce direct mail effectiveness (Stafford, Lippold and Sherron 2003), possibly 

due to ad avoidance (Elliott and Speck 1998). In sum, individuals who feel they receive 

too much direct mail may have lower intentions to respond to the mail they receive.  

Moreover, Diamond and Noble (2001) show that high frequencies of unsolicited 

donation requests can induce defensive responses. Hence, super-saturation might occur 

(Leeflang, Wittink, Wedel and Naert 2000, p.68) and the marginal returns to excessive 

direct mailings might not only be decreasing, but could well become negative. Hence, 

excessive charitable direct mail could cause so much irritation that donations actually 

decrease. 

Although the literature provides clear evidence of direct mailing induced irritation 

and has suggested serious consequences for direct mailing effectiveness, no study has 

linked direct mailing irritation with actual donating behavior. It is precisely this that we 

study in our paper. 
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Data 

 

We created a unique data set by combining data from three different sources. The three 

sources all address a specific problem inherent to this type of study and subject matter. 

First, to avoid social desirability bias, which is a common problem when measuring 

social behavior such as charitable donating, we need objective behavioral data on actual 

levels of charitable donating. Second, in order to solve potential endogeneity issues, that 

is, people who donate more are also likely selected for a next round of mailings, we need 

to ensure exogenously determined variation in the number of mailings received by 

individuals. To this end, we set up a field experiment. Third, we need a survey to measure 

the subjective construct “irritation”, which cannot be objectively measured from 

behavioral data.  

It is important to note the time periods that are relevant to our measures. The 

experimental mailings and all information on past behavior relate to the period preceding 

the survey, so they all potentially affect irritation and stated donation behavior. Actual 

future donating behavior concerns the period following our survey, so it can logically be 

only a consequence and not a cause of our other measures, and most importantly, of  

irritation. This setup of our data collection efforts hence permits us to draw strong 

conclusions about the direction of causality in our analysis. 

 

Source 1: Charity databases 

Motivation  

To study the relationships between charitable direct mailings, irritation and donating 

behavior, an obvious method would be to conduct a survey. A well-known problem with 

this type of research, however, is the possibility of a social desirability bias in self-stated 

data. Charitable donating is a typical example of this phenomenon. People tend to 

overestimate their true behavior in an attempt to appear more socially acceptable (Burt 

and Popple, 1998). Hence, we cannot be certain that people actually donate as much as 

they say they do. 
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 In addition, it is quite plausible that people would overestimate the number of 

charitable direct mailings they receive, simply because they are annoyed by them. Hence, 

if there is an effect of the perception of the number of mailings received on irritation, and 

this perception does not correspond to reality, there is not much that charities can do 

about it. They can only directly influence the true number of mailings, not people’s 

perceptions. 

 Hence, for reliable and practically relevant inference on the impact of direct 

mailing induced irritation on donating behavior, we need objective data about the driver 

of irritation, that is, the actual mailing frequencies, and about the consequences of 

irritation, that is, actual donating behavior. Both constructs would be poorly captured by 

self-stated measures. Of course, it would be very hard, if not impossible, to obtain 

objective individual level data on total mailing frequencies and donations across all 

charities. For this study, however, we fortunately have access to the databases of five 

very large charity organizations in the Netherlands, covering about 30% of the total 

charitable direct-mailing revenues annually. This allows us to create a unique dataset for 

a large sample of active donators containing the number of direct mailings received and 

the actual donations made. 

 

Measures 

From our combined dataset of the five charities, we can construct an abundance of 

different measures. However, for the purpose of this study we focus on three main 

constructs. The first is donating behavior. We want to investigate the effect of irritation 

on future donating behavior. Thus, we need to construct a measure of donating behavior 

following the moment that we measure irritation. 

As a single-donation event is often not representative of total donating behavior 

(Diamond and Gooding-Williams, 2002), we consider an aggregate donating behavior 

measure. Thus, to measure actual future donating behavior, we use the total donation to 

the five charities in our study in the four months after we surveyed irritation. 

The next construct we extract from this dataset is mailing frequency. To study the 

effect of mailing frequency on irritation, we need a measure of the mailing frequency 

prior to our irritation measurement. To this end, we measure past mailing frequency as 
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the total number of direct mailings an individual has received from the five charities in 

the twelve months preceding the irritation measurement. 

 Finally, not every individual in our dataset is a donator to all five charities. 

Privacy regulations in the Netherlands allow charities to store only addresses of 

individuals that have donated at least once to their organization in the past. Hence, the 

vast majority of the mailings are sent to individuals that are their own donators.4 If 

someone donates to multiple charities, he or she may also expect to receive more direct 

mailings. To control for this type of heterogeneity, we construct dummy variables 

indicating to which charities someone donates, and thus which charities are, so to say, 

active. In addition, we measure the total amount donated and the number of donations in 

the twelve months preceding the irritation measurement to capture individual differences 

in donating activity. 

 

Sample 

Our charities concern three different issues. Charities 2 and 4 are in health issues, 

charities 1 and 5 are for international aid and charity 3 concerns social welfare. These 

charities are among the largest charities and together they receive almost 30% of the total 

revenues from direct mail that the 440 certified charities in the Netherlands collect. Our 

dataset covers mailings and donations for these charities during more than three and a 

half years, spanning January 2004 until August 2007.  

 

Source 2: Natural field experiment 

Motivation 

Instead of randomly selecting individuals from their list of addresses to send a mailing, 

charities generally apply target selection (Bult, Scheer and Wansbeek, 1997). They aim to 

select the targets that are most likely to respond. As it is generally believed that past 

behavior is the best predictor for future behavior (Rossi, McCulloch and Allenby 1996), 

most companies use measures like Recency, Frequency, and Monetary value (RFM) to 

implement target selection. Essentially, this amounts to predicting future behavior using 

past behavior.  
                                                 
4 Charities also send out direct mailings to acquire new donators, but the number of such mailings is 
negligible in comparison to the mailings sent out to donators on their house lists. 
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A consequence of such behavior-driven target selection rules is that the best 

donators also receive most direct mails. This means that the number of mailings an 

individual receives from a charity depends on his past donating behavior. When modeling 

the relationship between charitable direct mailings, irritation and donating behavior, the 

number of direct mailings is therefore endogenous. In a sense the sample is not fully 

random anymore, and parameter estimates may be biased, see Donkers, Paap, Jonker and 

Franses (2006) or Manchanda, Rossi and Chintagunta (2004). 

 

Experimental design 

To avoid potential endogeneity we design a controlled field experiment.5 Our goal is to 

introduce exogenous variation in the number of mailings that individuals receive, so that 

we can draw reliable and unbiased conclusions about the relations between direct 

mailings, irritation and donating behavior. It is important to note that the individuals are 

not aware of the fact that they participate in a field experiment. Such experiments are 

known as natural field experiments; see List and Reiley (2008) for the benefits of this 

approach. 

In our field experiment, the five charities have sent experimental mailings to their 

donators. Note that the content of these experimental mailings was typical for the 

charities. The experimental feature of the mailings relates to the mailing schedule that 

was designed by us to circumvent the endogeneity problem. To ensure a relatively large 

impact of the experimental mailings on irritation, the experimental mailings were all sent 

out within the last week of March 2007. This period represents a typical period in terms 

of regular mail pressure. The precise week was selected not to coincide with existing 

mailing campaigns of one of the charities because a single charity sending multiple 

mailings in one week to one donator would not be considered as realistic.6 To maintain 

realism the mailings sent to each individual were randomly assigned to the days in that 

week. 

                                                 
5 Other recent field experiments in marketing include, among others, Heiman and Lowengart (2008), 
Shang, Reed II and Croson (2008) and Simester et al. (2009). 
6 Note that the main aim of a controlled natural field experiment is to investigate human behavior in a 
realistic setting. 
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To be able to uncover the effect of mailing frequency and the resulting irritation, 

we vary the number of mailings donators receive from the charities. As charities can only 

send mailings to their previous donators, we select existing donators of a charity to 

receive experimental mailings of that charity (see Karlan and List (2007) for a similar 

setup). 

Our experimental manipulation consists of sending a number of experimental 

mailings in addition to the charities’ regular mailing schedule. We select a control group 

that will receive no experimental mailings and a treatment group that will receive 

experimental mailings. Within the treatment group we systematically vary the number of 

experimental mailings the individuals receive. Note that each charity will send at most 

one experimental mailing to each individual, as sending multiple mailings in a short 

period of time is unrealistic. The number of experimental mailings is therefore equal to 

the number of charities that send an experimental mailing. The participating charities 

perceived our proposed increase in mail pressure as extremely strong. In fact, one charity 

(number 6) eventually refused participation because of the large increase in mail 

pressure, even after an initial agreement. In addition, we had to allow the charities to 

inform their call-centers about the experiment, so that they could reassure worried 

donators that they were part of a scientific experiment and that charities had not suddenly 

started to bombard them with mailings.7 

 

Sample 

For the experiment we restrict our attention to that part of the population that meets the 

following criteria. First, we only consider individuals that have been active in the past 

eighteen months, where active means they have donated at least once. Consultation with 

our charities has resulted in this definition, also because they themselves use it when 

performing analyses and selections on their databases. Next, we eliminate individuals that 

have had an ongoing direct debit authorization with at least one of the charities in the past 

eighteen months. The donation behavior of these individuals is rather different as many 

payments will be unnoticed and charities send them fewer requests for additional 

donations. Furthermore, these individuals are highly valuable to the charities and we were 

                                                 
7 None of the charities received calls like this. 
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therefore requested not to bother them with extra mailings. Finally, some donators 

communicated to the charities that they want to receive a limited number of mailings a 

year and these individuals were also excluded.  

 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

The left part of Table 1 depicts our experimental design, that is, the distribution of 

subjects across the experimental treatments. An individual can be a donator to one charity 

or to all five charities, but these individuals are not included here, hence we focus on 

moderate givers. For the donators to only one charity, we do not expect to find distinct 

results with regards to irritation, as the number of mailings can only be increased with 

one. For the donators to five charities, our participating charities requested that they 

would not be bothered with a survey. 

Donators to n charities can only receive a maximum of n experimental mailings, 

and hence not all cells in Table 1 are filled. We initially allocated 600 individuals to each 

feasible experimental cell, but population size restrictions, detailed below, resulted in 

lower values for donators active with three or more charities. To illustrate the setup, from 

the individuals that are donator to three charities, 600 receive 1 experimental mailing, 

600 receive 2 experimental mailings and 600 receive 3 experimental mailings. Of course, 

there are various possible charity combinations for a particular number of charities. We 

choose to distribute the subjects equally across the different charity combinations, so that 

each charity sends the same number of experimental mailings. We decided to have a 

relatively large control group, as this is the reference group for all treatments within a 

‘number of active charities’ condition. We randomly assigned donators from the relevant 

populations to both the control group and the various treatment conditions.  

For some charity combinations an insufficient number of donators exist to have 

each treatment condition filled completely.  This resulted in a smaller size of the control 

group for donators active with three charities and overall smaller group sizes for donators 

who are active with four charities. Finally, the actual distribution of donators over the 

various treatment conditions deviates slightly from the design as the charities did not 
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send out 18 from the 10840 mailings we had scheduled. This was mainly the result of the 

charities continuously updating the status of their donators. 

 

Source 3: Survey 

Motivation 

Subjective constructs such as emotions and attitudes cannot be measured objectively 

from observed behavioral data. Of course, we can make conjectures about an emotion or 

attitude from its behavioral consequences, but alternative explanations and underlying 

processes cannot be ruled out this way. Hence, to find out how people feel we have to ask 

them. Therefore, we conduct a survey to measure irritation regarding charitable direct 

mailings. 

 

Measures 

Data were collected through a questionnaire which was conducted amongst the subjects 

in the experiment via mail three weeks after the experiment took place. Two main 

constructs for this study were measured through the survey, that is, irritation and donating 

behavior. Although we measure true actual donating behavior through the charities’ 

databases, we decided to measure stated donating behavior as well. We can then compare 

our results based on stated and actual donation behavior and investigate whether social 

desirability bias might affect our conclusions. 

 Irritation was measured by four items which are all related to direct mailing 

induced irritation (intrusiveness, annoyance, quantity, boredom) and were partly based on 

Akaah, Korgaonkar and Lund (1995). For each item, respondents indicated their degree 

of agreement/disagreement on a 7-point Likert scale. Note that this measure of irritation 

captures irritation induced both by the experimental mailings and by the regular mailing 

activities of all charities. When studying the consequences of irritation on donating 

behavior, we effectively use all naturally existing variation in irritation plus the variation 

that resulted from the additional experimental mailings. 

 For future donating behavior, we use donation intent, that is, intended total 

donation to charities in the next year. This was measured in seven categories, ranging 
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from “Less than 25 Euros” to “More than 1000 Euros”. The exact measures are presented 

in Appendix A. 

To minimize common-method bias the two constructs were measured using 

different methods. That is, we used a multi-item Likert scale for irritation and an ordinal 

scale for donating behavior. Furthermore, we investigated common-method variance 

using Harman's one-factor test (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). As factor analysis in our 

case does not indicate a single ‘general’ factor that accounts for the majority of the 

covariance in our variables, serious common-method bias is unlikely to be present here. 

 

Sample 

We sent the questionnaire to 4230 donators, split about equally across treatment (2050 

questionnaires) and control groups (2180 questionnaires). These precise numbers were 

obtained from a procedure that ensured an equal distribution of questionnaires across all 

possible experimental conditions in combination with the set of charities for which the 

donators are active. In particular the latter makes this a nontrivial task, as there are, for 

example, ten combinations of three active charities out of the five charities participating.

 We use all questionnaires with complete information on irritation and donation 

intentions that we received within two weeks after they were sent out. This resulted in a 

final sample of 1002 respondents, which amounts to a reasonably high response rate of 

23.7 %. The right part of Table 1 presents the distribution of the respondents across the 

experimental conditions. Note that none of the respondents noticed a connection of the 

survey with the experiment. That is, in the space for general comments, no one indicated 

a recent unusual high number of mailings. 

 

Data preparation 

We applied confirmatory factor analysis on items intended to measure irritation. The 

results indicate a good fit as indicated by a non-significant Chi-square, a RMSE of 0.04 

and NFI, CFI and AGFI all exceeding 0.98. Reliability of the composite irritation 

measure was satisfactory (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83). As the factor loadings of all four 

items are very similar, we use average scores to form the composite irritation variable. As 

a robustness check, we also did all analyses with factor regression scores for irritation 
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instead of average scores, but this did not alter any conclusions. Finally, 7 of the 1002 

respondents did not answer the question on donation intentions. These respondents were 

ignored in our analysis of stated response behavior. 

 

Descriptive statistics for the combined dataset 

Our final dataset consists of 11740 individuals that were in our experimental design, of 

which 1002 individuals provided useful responses to our survey. Perceived irritation is 

quite high, as, on a 7-point scale, it obtains an average value of 5.32 (standard deviation 

is 1.42). We find that 812 individuals (81.0%) have an average score higher than 4 across 

the four items, meaning they are (at least somewhat) irritated by charitable direct 

mailings. Moreover, 152 individuals (15.2%) scored the maximum on all items and 

accordingly they are very irritated. Thus, irritation is indeed substantial.  

 In the twelve month period before the survey, individuals received an average of 

1.23 (standard deviation is 0.44) direct mailings per month in total from the five charities 

in our study, about one mailing every three weeks. The differences between the charities 

are rather small, with charities sending between 0.3 and 0.5 mailings per month to their 

donators, on average. This may seem low for US standards, but charities in the 

Netherlands have a much lower mailing frequency that in the US. Importantly, the 

number of experimental mailings sent out represents a substantial increase in mail 

pressure, with donators receiving up to three times as many mailings during that month as 

usual.8 

 

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

As expected, when someone donates to more charities, he or she receives more 

direct mailings, see Table 2. And, when a person donates to more charities, stated 

donating behavior also increases. At the same time, the average amount of money 

donated in response to a mailing is fairly stable, so also the total amount actually donated 

increases. Note that actual and stated behavior are not directly comparable, as the first is 

                                                 
8 We expect people to evaluate mail pressure within  a relatively short horizon, making a comparison with 
the monthly mail pressure more relevant than with, say, an annual mail frequency. 
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measured by the total donation amount in the four months after the survey, so this is in 

real money terms, while the second is measured on an ordinal scale of 1 to 7 representing 

categories with increasingly higher amounts intended to donate. Appendix B provides 

means by experimental condition and overall means and standard deviations of, and 

correlations between, our most important variables. 

 

Empirical results 

 

To uncover the relationships between charitable direct mailings, irritation and donating 

behavior we estimate various models. The first relates irritation associated with charitable 

direct mailings to the received number of these mailings. Thus, we study the effect of 

charitable mailings on irritation. Do more mailings indeed lead to more irritation? Or are 

people simply irritated with charitable requests in general, no matter how many mailings 

they receive? Next, we estimate a model for both stated and actual donating behavior, 

relating them to irritation and charitable direct mailings. Given that people tend to be 

quite irritated about charitable direct mailings, does this irritation reduce their 

responsiveness to (future) requests? As people might reduce the number of responses, the 

total amount of money donated, or both, we investigate the impact of irritation on each. 

To gain more insight in potential differences across charities, we also estimate a model 

for the total amount donated to each of the charities individually.  

 

Insert Table 3 about here 

 

Irritation 

In Table 3 we present the results of a linear regression of irritation on charitable direct 

mailings in the past year, where we distinguish between mailings from the experiment 

and mailings according to the charities’ mailing strategies. For the regular mailings, there 

is systematic variation in the number of direct mailings people receive, depending on the 

number of active charities. In addition, donators have chosen to donate to a given number 

of charities, depending at least in part on their overall attitude towards charities. To 

control for these systematic influences, we add five dummy variables, one for activity of 
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each of the five charities. We further control for individual heterogeneity through the 

inclusion of the individual’s age, gender and the total amount donated to the participating 

charities in the twelve months preceding the survey.  

 First of all, we find that the experimental mailings increase irritation. At the same 

time, the mailings the charities have sent according to their mailing strategies do not 

increase irritation. A likely explanation is target selection used by charities for their 

mailing campaigns. In particular, the zero effect we find could well be caused by 

mailings that do cause irritation, but they were sent to individuals that have a low level of 

irritation to start with. This is in contrast to our experimental mailings, which have been 

sent out randomly.  

 The other individual characteristics show that females are more irritated, as are 

older people. The active dummies for the charities provide a mixed picture. A test for 

equal coefficients for these dummies, however, shows that they can all be pooled 

(F=1.42, p=0.22). Estimation of a single coefficient, in that case for the total number of 

charities, then results in a non-significant impact of being active with more charities. 

Finally, we studied whether age and gender affect the impact of the 

experimental mailings on irritation by including the corresponding 

interactions. The results of this model confirmed the positive influence of our 

experimental mailings on irritation (B=0.414, p=0.018). Furthermore, we find no 

significant moderation by gender but a significant moderation by age (B=-0.005, 

p=0.038). That is, as one gets older the impact of mailings on irritation reduces.  

 

Donation behavior 

Next we investigate the effect of irritation and mailings on donating behavior. Our 

combined data set of both self-stated and actual data allows us to study potential 

differences between the two. For example, people may overestimate their true charitable 

donations in an attempt to appear more socially acceptable. This could nullify a potential 

negative effect of irritation on donations.  

 As self-stated behavior is measured on an ordered categorical scale with unequal 

distances between the category thresholds, we estimate an ordered logit model for 

donation intention for next year.  
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Here donation* is a latent variable and 1 to 6 are unobserved thresholds that satisfy 

1<2<…<5<6. Furthermore, X contains all relevant explanatory variables and  has a 

cumulative standard logistic distribution. For the actual amount donated and the number 

of donations made in the four months after the survey, we apply linear regression.  

 

Insert Table 4 about here 

 

Table 4 presents the estimation results for the two measures of actual behavior 

and for stated donating behavior. We find that the effect of irritation, although negative in 

all models, is never significantly different from zero.9 In other words, we find no 

indications that irritation reduces donations. Although people are highly annoyed by the 

high direct mailing frequencies of charities, this does not seem to affect their donating 

behavior. Even though our sample contains just over 1,000 observations, non-

significance could result from a lack of precision. The point estimate of -0.544, however, 

also suggests limited economic impact. To be more precise, the increased irritation 

resulting from one additional mailing is only 0.067 (cf. Table 3). The economic costs of 

the resulting irritation are then less than 4 cents for all five charities together during a 

four month period. As our charities represent 30% of total charitable revenues, the market 

level costs amount to a mere 13 cents. Next we take a very conservative point of view by 

calculating the costs based on the end points of the 95% confidence intervals for the 

effect of mailings on irritation and that of irritation on donations. Still we find that the 

revenue loss incurred by the charities in our sample due to irritation is well below half the 

                                                 
9 About 15% of the respondents scored the highest value on the irritation scale. To check for a potential 
ceiling effect, we included a dummy for this answer, in order to allow its value in the model to exceed the 
stated value. The dummy proved insignificant. 
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immediate revenues they obtained by sending an extra (experimental) mailing, which is 

about 1 euro 80 cents. 

Continuing with the results for the actual amount of money donated, we find a 

negative, but also not significant, direct effect of the experimental mailings. This would 

be in line with decreasing marginal effects of mailings, as more mailings will negatively 

impact the revenues from future mailings, in line with the cannibalization effects reported 

in for example Van Diepen, Donkers and Franses (2009). 

 As expected, the amount donated in the past is highly predictive of future 

donations. Curiously, we also find a significant and positive effect of the number of 

mailings in the year before the survey on donating behavior after the survey. This 

unlikely reflects a direct causal relationship. An explanation might again lie in the 

potential endogeneity of the number of mailings in the past year. Most target selection is 

based on the idea that past behavior is the best predictor for future behavior. Through 

target selection, charities send most direct mailings to the most generous donators in the 

past, who will also be generous donators in the future. The number of mailings received 

hence seems to capture a part of donator generosity that is not captured by the amount 

donated in the past. Finally, the effects of the dummy variables for activity of the 

different charities are all negative, but with only one being significant. This suggests that 

donating to multiple charities reduces the total amount donated, everything else constant.  

 The results for the number of donations made are fairly similar. As already 

mentioned, irritation does not reduce the number of donations, so irritation also does not 

cause individuals to redistribute their donations into fewer but larger donations. As one 

could expect, we find that the number of donations made in the past year has a stronger 

link with the future number of donations than with the total amount donated, while the 

reverse holds for the amount the individual donated in the past. The charity activity 

dummies are all insignificant, suggesting that donating to multiple charities reduces the 

amount of money per donation, but not the total number of donations. 

Remarkably, and contrary to expectations, we find hardly any differences when 

comparing the results for self-stated behavior with those for actual total donation. Of 

course, because of differences in scale and type of the dependent variable, we cannot 

directly compare the parameter estimates in the two models, but we can compare the 
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main conclusions about the direction and significance of the effects. Also for stated 

behavior we find no effect of irritation. Furthermore, the experimental mailings do not 

affect stated donating behavior, while past behavior predicts well. In sum, social 

desirability bias does not appear to bias the conclusion in our study that donating 

behavior is mainly determined by attitudinal factors, and that it is not affected by feelings 

of irritation regarding charitable direct mailings.  

 

Mere-measurement effects 

Our study so far has not provided evidence for a negative impact of irritation on revenues 

of charitable direct mailings. The literature on the mere-measurement effect suggests an 

indirect approach to testing the presence of a negative impact of irritation. With our  

survey we asked respondents to think about a number of issues relating to direct mail 

pressure, including their actual perceived mail pressure, their perception of the 

information content of mailings, in addition to the measures of future donating behavior 

and irritation used in our main analysis. Our survey thus required respondents to process 

these aspects of charitable direct mailings and to state how much they expect to donate in 

the future. Processing the negative aspects might make them stronger (Dholakia and 

Morwitz, 2002) and more available (Janiszewski and Chandon, 2007), possibly lowering 

future donation activities. At the same time, stating intentions about performing (socially) 

desirable activities, like donating to charity, might increase future donations 

(Spangenberg, 1997). In particular, asking about responding to a charitable request has 

been shown to affect the response tendency (Obermiller and Spangenberg, 2000). 

Recently, Liu and Aaker (2008) found that asking for intentions about the amount 

donated, instead of the act of donating, reduces the amount donated. 

 To study the impact of sending out and responding to the survey, we repeat the 

analysis on the drivers of actual choice behavior, but we now exclude the variables we 

obtained from the survey, that is, irritation, age and gender. This enables us to compare 

the donation behavior of individuals who received a survey (N=4230) with those who did 

not (N=7510). Within the group of individuals who received the survey we distinguish 

between donators who responded to the survey (N=1002) and those who did not 

(N=3228). 

 20



 

Insert Table 5 about here 

 

 The estimation results for the model described above for the amount donated and 

the number of donations made are presented in Table 5. The focal variables in this table 

are the dummies for receiving the survey and for responding to it. Both have no 

significant influence on observed future behavior. Receiving the survey and even actively 

processing and returning it does not affect future behavior, neither the total amount nor 

the number of donations. We also estimated a model where we included interactions of 

the explanatory variables with the measurement dummies, but all interactions proved 

insignificant. So, we find a zero net effect of the survey. Still, this might result from the 

cancellation of a negative effect of measuring irritation and a positive effect of measuring 

donation intentions, but this cannot be identified. 

The other estimates in Table 5 are more precise and hence more effects are 

statistically significant, as the model is estimated on a much larger sample. In particular, 

we now find evidence for decreasing marginal revenues, as receiving experimental 

mailings reduces future donation behavior. These mailings cannibalize future revenues. 

This is clearly only a short term effect, as having donated more in the past year is 

indicative of donating more now. The same holds for the number of mailings received 

and the number of donations made. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

 

The main conclusions from our study can be easily summarized. Individuals feel irritated 

by the amount and frequency of charitable direct mailings, but these negative feelings are 

not propagated into stated nor actual donating behavior. We could obtain these clear-cut 

findings due to the fact that five of the largest charities in the Netherlands allowed us to 

control in a field experiment the number of mailings that individuals received. In 

contrast, in a non-experimental setting one would have had a hard time disentangling the 

consequences of target selection rules typically used by charities and the actual received 

messages and subsequent reactions. Our results confirm the need for a proper accounting 
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of endogeneity, as in most models we find vastly different and even opposite effects of 

past regular mailings and of the experimental mailings. 

 Our analysis of this unique database does support a common wisdom amongst 

managers at charities. They always felt that irritation could arise but also that donations 

were not slowing down. A main message from this study could be that irritation is not a 

key emotional driver when it comes to responding to charities’ direct mailings. It is quite 

conceivable that such mailings induce feelings of guilt and of social responsibility that 

are stronger than irritation. In addition, donators cannot blame the eventual beneficiaries 

of the money they donate, that is, say, the children in 3rd world countries or those 

suffering from a particular disease, for the unpleasant behavior of the charity. 

 This separation of beneficiary and charity and the resulting disconnection between 

the requester and the recipient of the money seems to result in a failure of market-like 

correction mechanisms. If a regular store provides poor service, you simply go to shop 

elsewhere. In case all charities send many mailings, as they tend to do, you cannot go 

elsewhere to help the beneficiaries. With the charities sending more and more mailings, 

but the donators having nowhere else to go, this is a typical case for government 

intervention or at least self-regulation from the charities. In particular, caps could be 

imposed on the number of solicitations sent out or on the amount of irritation induced by 

charitable direct mailings. The rise of the number of private initiatives to provide aid to 

those in need, even suggests that more and more donators have found an alternative 

means to reach the final beneficiaries without being irritated.  

Note that our findings do not refute those of Diamond and Noble (2001). They 

found that direct mail pressure and the resulting negative affective responses like 

irritation cause recipients to use defensive actions. Our results show that these defensive 

mechanisms are not very effective. Similar to regular advertising, where people think 

they are not affected as they develop defensive strategies (Speck and Elliott 1997), people 

also seem to think they have found an effective way of handling charitable mailings, but 

still keep on donating in response to at least some of them. 

 Our study does have one limitation which we feel opens up an important avenue 

for further research. In the field experiment, we manipulated mail pressure by having five 

different charities send additional direct mailings on top of their regular mailing strategy 
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in a single week. Although this did boost the mail pressure substantially, it did so in only 

a limited period of time. Further research could extend the duration of the variation in 

mail pressure to see whether our results continue to hold in these circumstances. It is, 

however, important to note that our experiment already did increase irritation among the 

recipients, so our manipulation has been effective in that respect. 
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Tables 

Table 1: 

 Number of individuals across experimental treatments and number of survey responses. 

  Experimental design Surveys received 

Number of active charities 2 3 4 2 3 4

Control 0 mailings 2400 2394 1770 147 181 138

    

Treatment 1 mailing 600 600 544 64 49 64

 2 mailings 600 600 544 53 53 66

 3 mailings - 600 544 - 69 54

 4 mailings - - 544 - - 64
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Table 2: 

Descriptive statistics for individuals with different numbers of active charities  

(Standard deviations are in parentheses) 

Number of active 

charities 

Average number of 

direct mailings per 

month 

Average amount 

donated per mailing 

Stated donating 

behavior 

2 0.80 (0.23) 4.56 (9.24) 4.76 (1.55) 

3 1.20 (0.26) 4.68 (8.10) 5.17 (1.46) 

4 1.65 (0.30) 4.61 (6.94) 5.27 (1.34) 
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Table 3:  

Estimation results for irritation (sample size is 1002)  

(Standard errors are in parentheses) 

Intercept 3.831 *** (0.278) 

Number of experimental mailings 0.067 *,a (0.034) 

Number of mailings past year 0.003  (0.014) 

Female 0.241 ** (0.095) 

Age 0.014 *** (0.003) 

Amount donated past year 0.000  (0.000) 

Number of donations past year -0.020  (0.014) 

Active charity 1 0.140  (0.133) 

Active charity 2 0.198 * (0.115) 

Active charity 3 0.158  (0.117) 

Active charity 4 0.249 * (0.141) 

Active charity 5 -0.035  (0.115) 

 *,**,***: significant at a 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively. 
a p = 0.051 



Table 4: 

Estimation results for actual and self-stated donating behavior (sample size is 1002)   

(Standard errors in parentheses)  

 Actual behavior Stated behavior 

 Total donation Number of donations  

Intercept 17.232  (21.806)      -0.154  (0.270)  ---   

Irritation -0.544  (0.986)  0.008  (0.027)  0.012  (0.041) 

Number of experimental 
mailings -0.855  (1.100)  -0.045  (0.037)  0.048  (0.047) 

Number of mailings past year 1.490  (0.940)  0.033 ** (0.016)  0.020  (0.019) 

Female -0.677  (3.650)  -0.040  (0.084)  -0.257 ** (0.123) 

Age -0.236  (0.236)  0.000  (0.003)  -0.004  (0.005) 

Amount donated past year 0.207 *** (0.041)  -0.001 ** (0.000)  0.013 *** (0.003) 

Number of donations past year 0.285  (0.627)  0.316 *** (0.016)  -0.014  (0.026) 

Active charity 1 -1.228  (2.823)  0.019  (0.127)  0.034  (0.171) 

Active charity 2 -4.912 ** (2.374)  -0.197 * (0.113)  0.282 * (0.148) 

Active charity 3 -5.610  (6.050)  -0.190  (0.117)  -0.103  (0.155) 

Active charity 4 -2.502  (3.670)  -0.035  (0.127)  -0.240  (0.184) 

Active charity 5 -9.852  (6.843)  -0.134  (0.116)  -0.067  (0.151) 

*,**,***: significant at a 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively
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Table 5:  

Estimation results for the mere-measurement effect on actual donation behavior (sample 

size is 11740) 

(Standard errors are in parentheses) 

 Actual behavior 

 Total donation Number of donations 

Intercept -2.667 ** (1.141)      -0.114 *** (0.042) 

Dummy survey received 2.046  (1.882)  0.017  (0.025) 

Dummy responded to survey 0.061  (0.725)  0.040  (0.046) 

Number of experimental mailings -0.716 ** (0.360)  -0.049 *** (0.010) 

Number of mailings past year 0.804 *** (0.172)  0.028 *** (0.005) 

Amount donated past year 0.166 *** (0.038)  0.000 *** (0.000) 

Number of responses past year  1.140 ** (0.440)  0.302 *** (0.005) 

Active charity 1 -0.355  (1.107)  0.011  (0.035) 

Active charity 2 -2.338 ** (1.156)  -0.153 *** (0.031) 

Active charity 3 -2.425 ** (0.959)  -0.177 *** (0.031) 

Active charity 4 -2.475 * (1.295)  -0.041  (0.036) 

Active charity 5 -2.631 ** (1.025)  -0.120 *** (0.030) 

*,**,***: significant at a 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively
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Appendix A 

 

Irritation and stated donating behavior were measured using the following questions. 

 

1. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (1=strongly disagree, 

7=strongly agree) 

a) It irritates me that I am approached by charities without my consent 

b) The frequency at which I am approached by charities annoys me 

c) I find letters of charities annoying 

d) I am bored by the large amounts of letters from charities I receive 

 

2. How much do you expect to donate to charity next year? 

�    Less than €25 

�    €25 - €50 

�    €50 - €100 

�    €100 - €250 

�    €250 - €500 

�    €500 - €1000 

�    More than €1000 

 



Appendix B 

Table B.1 Means for the most important variables by experimental condition. 

Number of active 
charities 2   3    4     
Number of 
experimental 
mailings 0 1 2 0 1 2 3 0 1 2 3 4 
 
Irritation 
 

5.02 5.35 5.01 5.30 5.41 5.34 5.46 5.34 5.51 5.46 5.56 5.69 

Total amount 
donated after survey 

11.07 9.25 8.21 18.73 16.32 18.68 16.89 28.42 24.97 23.31 27.40 24.70 

Number of 
Responses After 
Survey 

0.71 0.71 0.60 1.22 1.24 1.12 1.07 1.96 1.89 1.82 1.70 1.68 

Stated donation 
behavior 

4.70 4.84 4.80 5.11 5.29 5.26 5.16 5.32 5.37 5.21 5.15 5.25 

Number of 
Experimental 
Mailings 

60.43 61.34 63.55 64.55 66.42 63.48 63.74 66.56 67.12 67.10 64.38 67.00 

 
Age 
 

0.49 0.56 0.41 0.36 0.37 0.30 0.36 0.33 0.26 0.27 0.42 0.30 

 
Female 
 

2.49 2.42 2.42 4.29 4.20 4.17 3.99 6.12 6.32 6.04 6.31 6.22

Number of 
Responses Past Year 

39.87 35.82 49.14 68.07 59.89 67.17 62.19 91.57 87.59 81.50 101.30 97.20 

Total amount 
donated past year 

9.63 9.29 9.11 14.65 14.35 14.15 13.87 20.29 19.90 19.58 19.22 19.27 

Number of  Mailings 
Past Year 

5.02 5.35 5.01 5.30 5.41 5.34 5.46 5.34 5.51 5.46 5.56 5.69 

Note: Sample sizes vary by condition and by variable, see Table 1 for details. 
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Table B.2 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the most important variables. 

  Mean StdDev Correlations 
    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
1 

 
Irritation 
 

5.32 1.42 1.00 -0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.09*** 0.13*** 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.08*** 

 
2 
 

Total amount 
donated after survey 

18.59 44.93 -0.01 1.00 0.48*** 0.16*** 0.02** -0.03 -0.03 0.28*** 0.49*** 0.20*** 

 
3 

Number of 
Responses After 
Survey 

1.26 1.65 0.02 0.48*** 1.00 0.19*** 0.04*** 0.08** -0.06* 0.67*** 0.21*** 0.38*** 

 
4 
 

Stated donation 
behavior 

5.09 1.45 -0.01 0.16*** 0.19*** 1.00 0.03 0.01 -0.08** 0.24*** 0.34*** 0.18*** 

 
5 

Number of 
Experimental 
Mailings 

0.92 1.23 0.09*** 0.02 0.04*** 0.03 1.00 0.05 -0.04 0.11*** 0.06*** 0.17*** 

 
6 

 
Age 
 

64.36 12.71 0.13*** -0.03 0.08** 0.01 0.05 1.00 -0.14*** 0.11*** 0.03 0.11*** 

 
7 

 
Female 
 

0.37 0.48 0.05 -0.03 -0.06* -0.08** -0.04 -0.14*** 1.00 -0.07** -0.05* -0.13*** 

 
8 
 

Number of 
Responses Past Year 

4.34 3.56 0.02 0.28*** 0.67*** 0.24*** 0.11*** 0.11*** -0.07** 1.00 0.36*** 0.50*** 

 
9 
 

Total amount 
donated past year 

66.93 118.55 0.02 0.49*** 0.21*** 0.34*** 0.06*** 0.03 -0.05* 0.36*** 1.00 0.21*** 

 
10 
 

Number of  Mailings 
Past Year 

14.74 5.24 0.08*** 0.20*** 0.38*** 0.18*** 0.17*** 0.11*** -0.13*** 0.50*** 0.21*** 1.00 

*,**,***: significant at a 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively 
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