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Abstract 
 
What will motivate citizens to support efforts to address homelessness? What types of message 
factors influence support and how do individual level predispositions condition the effect of such 
messages? Charitable organizations seeking support for their cause will often use the story of a 
specific individual to illustrate the problem in order to motivate awareness and generate support.  
Here we explore the effectiveness of this strategy.  Specifically, we examine the role that the race of 
beneficiaries featured in a message, and the inclusion of an explicit empathetic appeal highlighting 
external attributions for an individual’s homelessness (i.e. a deservingness cue) have on willingness 
to donate to the homeless and support for government efforts to address homelessness. We also 
examine how respondent characteristics including individual empathetic ability and racial 
predispositions condition the effectiveness of this messaging. We utilize two experiments with 
diverse national samples each including a behavioral measure whereby participants are provided an 
endowment that they can split between themselves and a charity serving the homeless.  We find 
significant effects of deservingness information on expressions of sympathy, and on support for 
government efforts to address homelessness when viewing individuals from one’s own racial group, 
though direct effects on charitable giving are inconsistent across studies. Providing empathetic 
information that increases sympathy does indirectly influence donations, suggesting empathy is an 
important psychological mechanism that translates these portrayals of homelessness into support. 
We also uncover interesting heterogeneity in how individuals react to a message about the homeless 
based on their predispositions.  We discuss implications for those seeking to generate donations and 
support for policies to end homelessness. 
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While overall homelessness has decreased in recent years, it is still a widespread problem that 

threatens many low-income Americans. In a 2007 survey examining homelessness, 28% of 

respondents said there had been a time when they were worried that they might not have a place to 

live and 44% reported taking in a friend or relative who would have been homeless if they had not 

provided shelter. 1  The 2016 Department of Housing and Urban Development’s “Point in Time 

Count” found just under 550,000 individuals to be homeless on a single night in January 2016.  

Almost a third of those experiencing homelessness were under the age of 24 and the number of 

families experiencing homelessness had increased from past years. 2  A lack of affordable housing 

and limited housing assistance programs make homelessness a serious and ongoing issue for the 

country.  

What can be done to increase awareness of the problem of homelessness and motivate 

support for efforts to address the problem?  Media attention is one answer.  Yet, media depictions 

of homelessness often convey individual weaknesses and stigmatizing stereotypes, further 

perpetuating the problem (Shields 2001; Devereux 2015). For example, images of disgust associated 

with media portrayals of the homeless underscore support for exclusionary policies that effectively 

criminalize homelessness (Clifford & Piston 2017). To counter these negative perceptions, many 

charitable organizations use humanizing appeals, such as telling the story of a specific homeless 

individual, in order to educate the public on the problem and elicit support for their cause.  The 

goals of such messaging campaigns are to reduce the stigma of homelessness, invoke empathy, move 

policy preferences, and generate monetary donations from their audience.  But do such messaging 

campaigns work?  

 It is within this context that we seek to understand what motivates citizens to support efforts 

to address homelessness. We draw upon work in public opinion, political communication, and 

political psychology to discern which messaging strategies are most successful at increasing support 

for social welfare policies and charitable contributions aimed at helping the homeless. Based on 

extant research, we propose three factors that should impact the effectiveness of a messaging 

strategy: 1) the racial background of homeless individuals portrayed, 2) information regarding the 

                                                 
1 “Homelessness in America: American’s Perceptions, Attitudes and Knowledge.” 2007.  Report by Gallup for Fannie 
May 
2 National Coalition for the Homeless, http://nationalhomeless.org/about-homelessness/ 



 3 

situational and societal circumstances behind homelessness, and 3) the empathetic abilities and racial 

biases of those receiving the communications. We utilize an experimental framework to test these 

factors, wherein the race and situational factors of homeless individuals are manipulated in a 

messaging campaign. We assess the effect of messages on expressions of sympathy for the homeless, 

on willingness to support government efforts to help the homeless, and on willingness to donate 

funds to an established charity that serves the homeless. We also examine the role of individual 

predispositions in moderating message effects. The inclusion of the dictator game, where 

respondents split an endowment between themselves and an established charity that serves the 

homeless, serves as a behavior measure that helps us discern how messaging factors and individual 

predispositions influence altruistic giving (per Eckel & Grossman 1996). Moreover, it allows us to 

explore whether there are differences in what motivates support for government policy versus 

charitable donations.  

 

The Role of Racial and Deservingness Cues 

 Scholars have long recognized that attitudes toward groups structure public opinion 

(Converse 1964). When group cues are clear and salient, feelings about the social groups seen as 

beneficiaries are important components of policy choice (Conover 1988; Nelson and Kinder 1996). 

For example in the case of welfare, Gilens (1999) demonstrates that opposition is related to negative 

racial stereotypes and media coverage that portrays undeserving blacks as the main beneficiaries of 

welfare spending. Despite strong evidence that whites’ racial attitudes are associated with support 

for government redistribution on policies affecting African-Americans (e.g. Kinder & Sanders 1996), 

prior work on racial discrimination in dictator games, while indicating some in-group bias, is more 

mixed (Fershtman & Gneezy 2001; Habyarimana et al. 2004; Whitt & Wilson 2007). For instance, 

Fong & Luttmer (2009, 2011) find no direct effect on charitable giving when manipulating the race 

of beneficiaries but do find that racial predispositions interact with the race of beneficiaries to 

influence decisions. Charitable giving outside the lab reveals in-group preferences, such that 

individuals donate more to organizations that share their religious (Margolis & Sances 2016) and 

racial composition (Hungerman 2008). 

 Attributions of responsibility are also key elements shaping support for public charity and 

spending on social welfare programs. When welfare recipients are viewed as being responsible for 

their situation, assistance is typically withheld (Kluegel & Smith 1986; Skitka & Tetlock 1993). In 

contrast, when beneficiaries are portrayed as victims of external factors beyond their control, 
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individuals are more likely to view them as deserving of assistance. Utilizing this “deservingness 

heuristic,” individuals support welfare benefits when recipients are perceived as hardworking, and 

reject benefits for recipients perceived as lazy (Peterson, 2012; Peterson, et al 2011, 2012; Aaroe and 

Peterson, 2014). This cue also impacts altruistic giving, where charitable donations are greater when 

beneficiaries appear to be needy through no fault of their own (Berkowitz 1972; Bendapudi et al. 

1996). Donations in dictator games increase when the recipient is portrayed as deserving (Branas-

Garza 2006; Cherry & Shogren 2008) or as a reputable charity (Eckel & Grossman 1996). Gilen’s 

(1999) work suggests an important element in explaining the group centric nature of policy choice 

may be the ways in which racial stereotypes condition perceptions of deservingness. Indeed, Fong & 

Luttmer (2009, 2011) find that race of beneficiary influences perceptions of worthiness.   

This work suggests that both cues regarding the potential beneficiaries of assistance – in the 

form of the race of the homeless individual telling their story – and cues regarding the reasons for an 

individual’s homelessness should influence the effectiveness of a messaging strategy.   

 

The Role of Empathy and Empathetic Ability 

In understanding the potential influence of humanizing personal stories as a message 

strategy, we expect emotional response – specifically empathy – to play a critical role. 3  Prior work 

on framing and emotion suggests that emotional reactions are contingent upon how messages are 

framed and that emotional responses to a message may mediate the effect of message content on 

opinion (Brewer, 2001; Nabi 1998; Gross 2008).   

Empathy is the ability to take the perspective of another person and experience the emotions 

of that person in a context. It has a cognitive dimension in the ability to understand what someone 

else is feeling and a motivational dimension to take on the perspective of someone else as well as an 

affective dimension in the emotional reactions (e.g. feelings of sympathy or compassion) to the 

observed experience of another person. Empathy has powerful effects on attitudes toward others, 

and motivates altruistic behavior (Batson, Chang, Orr and Rowland, 2002). Research has shown that 

messaging that utilizes perspective taking and empathetic appeals can be successful in reducing 

prejudice toward stigmatized groups (Brookman and Kalla, 2016; cite), though personalizing an issue 

                                                 
3 Recent work by Clifford and Piston (2017) is also interested in the role of emotion in explaining support for homeless 
policy, however they focus on the role of disgust.  Their results suggest that disgust responses are common with respect 
to homelessness.  Disgust does not generate negative views regarding the homeless nor does it lead to lessened support 
for aid.  Rather, those who are dispositionally sensitive to disgust will particularly support exclusionary policies that seek 
to exclude the homeless from public life even as they also support other programs to aid the homeless.  
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does not always enhance persuasion (Harrison and Michaelson 2012, Gross 2008).   

The likely expectation of professional strategic communicators utilizing this humanizing 

strategy of telling personal stories to gain awareness and engender support for their cause – is that 

the individual’s story will engender an empathetic response that will translate into support for 

addressing the problem.  In the case at hand, we expect empathetic reactions (e.g. expressions of 

sympathy) are likely connected to perceptions of deservingness (a message factor) as well as an 

individuals' ability to empathize with the homeless individuals depicted (individual level empathetic 

ability). Empathetic reactions may also vary in response to in-group and out-group members as 

shared group membership facilitates perspective taking (Turner et al, 1987).  Thus, we may find 

more empathetic reactions when considering the experience of a homeless in-group member than 

out-group member. We expect that empathetic reactions (expressions of sympathy) may be an 

important psychological mechanism linking the depiction of homeless individuals with expressions 

of policy support and donation behavior.    

Recent research has demonstrated the power of empathy in shaping support for social 

welfare policies across the political spectrum, wherein individual level differences in empathetic 

ability (ability to infer the emotional and mental states of others) affect peoples’ expressions of 

sympathy and support for government assistance when learning about a person in financial need 

(Feldman, Huddy, Wronski and Lown, 2014). Yet, empathetic ability does not always lead to 

increased sympathy or increased support for social welfare policy - context within which seeking 

help matters. Feldman and colleagues find both the type of support and individual ideological 

predispositions matter: liberals high in empathy are more likely to express sympathy and support for 

government assistance when the person is framed as needing government assistance whereas 

conservatives high in empathy express less sympathy and less support for government assistance.  

The reverse is true when the individual is framed as needing charitable assistance. This work signals 

the import of individual predispositions such as empathetic ability which may interact with message 

attributes. Thus, our study explores both the role of empathetic ability as a moderating factor and 

expressed empathy as an effect of messaging and mechanism by which these messages are translated 

into options and behavior. 

Current Study and Hypotheses 

 Our experimental designs use an online video that featured white or black homeless 
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individuals holding a sign that does (or does not) explain the circumstances that led to their 

homelessness.  The video ends with the claim “It’s Time to Rethink Homelessness” and can be 

understood as representing the kind of video appeal an organization might use to encourage support 

for addressing the issue of homelessness. This design allows us to manipulate the individuals 

portrayed as likely beneficiaries by varying the race of the individuals shown. We know from 

Feldman’s work that expressions of sympathy and support are conditional on ideology, but we do 

not know whether they are conditional upon the race of the recipient as other literature suggests. We 

expect the race of the individuals who benefit will matter – with more expressed sympathy and 

giving when the target recipient is a member of the in-group.  We also vary the inclusion of an 

explicit empathetic appeal emphasizing external locus of control (by describing the circumstances of 

the individual’s homelessness as no fault of their own) to determine the effects of such information. 

Prior work shows that when welfare recipients are viewed as being responsible for their situation, 

support for public charity and spending on social welfare programs diminishes (Kluegel & Smith 

1986; Skitka & Tetlock 1993).  Thus, we expect the explicit empathetic appeal will enhance 

expressions of sympathy and raise contributions.  We also investigate the role of individual 

predispositions in moderating message effects. In one study, we employ the “Reading the Mind in 

the Eyes” measure used by Feldman and colleagues as a measure of empathetic ability. In the other 

study we have a measure of individual level racial predispositions. Because effects related to race of 

beneficiary imply differences based on whether the beneficiary is a member of the in-group or an 

out-group or based on individual racial attitudes, we restrict our analyses to whites only.   

Based on the extant research we offer the following hypotheses:  

 

H1. Beneficiary Race Matters. Homeless individuals from one's racial in-group will elicit more sympathy, 

policy support and donations than homeless individuals belonging to one's racial out-group. 

 

H2. Explicit Empathy Appeal Matters. An explicit appeal that includes external attributions for an 

individual’s homelessness (i.e. deservingness cue) should increase expressions of sympathy, policy support, and donations 

relative to the no information condition.4 The effect of deservingness cues on sympathy, policy support, and donations 

may be conditional upon viewing homeless individuals from one's racial in-group or out-group. 

                                                 
4 We do not provide a condition that suggests individuals are responsible for their situation (i.e. an undeserving cue) 
which seemingly would lead to even less support than the no information condition.  This is a valuable extension for 
future research.  
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H3. Racia l and Empathetic Predispositions Matters. Individual empathetic ability will influence 

expressions of sympathy and support; those low in empathetic ability will feel less sympathy and donate less to the 

homeless. Individuals with higher levels of empathetic ability will be more likely to express sympathy and will donate 

more money to the homeless, but only when the beneficiaries belong to their racial in-group or are presented as deserving. 

Individuals high in racial resentment will be less likely to express sympathy, donate and support policy to address 

homelessness when the beneficiaries are African-American and deemed undeserving; racial resentment should not affect 

policy support and donation decisions when beneficiaries are white and deemed deserving. 

 

We also explore whether empathy acts as the mechanism by which an empathetic appeal increases 

support for helping the homeless. RQ1: Expressed Empathy as Psychological Mechanism. Does 

empathy (in the form of expressed sympathy) mediate the influence of messaging on opinion and behavior?  

 

Methodology 

To understand the role race and empathetic appeals might play in explaining support for 

addressing homelessness we use two online survey experiments – one with a nationally 

representative sample was administered in the Summer of 2015 through GfK and funded by Time-

Sharing Experiments in the Social Sciences, and a second with a nationally diverse sample was 

conducted April 2017 through Qualtrics Panels. In both, we recruited only white respondents, given 

our interest in on how reactions to homelessness may vary based on whether homeless individuals 

are seen as members of the racial in-group (i.e. Whites) or an out-group (i.e. African-Americans). 

The details of the design and specific measures vary slightly across the two studies (as detailed 

below). Both include measures assessing participants’ dispositional traits, the experimental treatment, 

measures of expressed sympathy for individuals depicted in the treatment, attributions of 

responsibility for the homelessness of those in the treatment, and support for government efforts to 

solve the problem of homelessness. In each study participants were also provided with additional 

compensation, and given the opportunity to split this endowment, via a dictator game, with a charity 

that serves homeless individuals in Washington, DC.  Thus our studies allow us to examine the 

effect of messaging on emotional response, policy support and behavior and to underscore the role 

of individual predispositions in examining the effect of messaging on attitudes and behavior.    

 Experimental Treatment. In both studies participants were randomly assigned to watch one of 

four videos depicting homeless individuals in an urban setting (See Figure 1).  In this two by two 
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between-subjects experimental design we varied: (1) the race of the homeless individuals featured, 

showing either Whites or African-Americans, and (2) the inclusion of information regarding the 

reasons why the featured persons were homeless to serve as an empathetic appeal. 5 To test whether 

the beneficiaries' race influences support for government policies or monetary donations to assist 

the homeless, we showed only Whites or only African-Americans. We also varied the information 

provided on why the individuals were homeless, providing either no information beyond the person 

being homeless, or providing information that suggested responsibility for homelessness did not lie 

with the individuals (e.g., home foreclosure, cancer, job loss due to the recession) and their 

circumstances were beyond their locus of control. As prior work shows support for public charity 

and spending on social welfare programs diminishes when individuals are seen as responsible for 

their own problems (Kluegel & Smith 1986; Skitka & Tetlock 1993), this manipulation allows us to 

assess the ability of such information to increase sympathy and support for the homeless. Though 

the video makes no specific request for support, it is clearly constructed as the type of video appeal 

an organization might create to increase awareness of homelessness.  

 While mimicking the types of video campaigns to end homelessness one would typically 

encounter on the internet, our video treatments are inherently weak manipulations of empathy and 

sympathy. First, information regarding the background of the featured homeless individuals is brief 

– even in our "information" conditions, at most one sentence is provided to detail the circumstances 

of an individual's life. Such limited information, especially in a one-shot treatment, may be 

insufficient for participants to feel a genuine connection with the homeless individuals in need. 

Next, portraying homelessness in an urban setting may be unfamiliar to participants living outside of 

densely populated metropolitan areas, thus placing the issue outside of their daily lives, and making 

the homeless individuals portrayed less relatable. Furthermore, the homeless population tends to be 

a target of dehumanization (Fiske & Harris 2006) and disgust (Clifford & Piston 2017), such that 

participants may have more difficulty empathizing with members of this community6. Finally, we 

expect heterogeneous treatment effects across participants' levels of racial resentment and 

empathetic ability (H3), which may reduce the main effects of our information and race treatments. 

Taken together, our treatments pose a hard test of our hypotheses, and any effects they exert on 

sympathy, policy support, and monetary donations for the homeless should be seen as conservative. 

                                                 
5 Further detail on the video treatments can be found in Appendix 1.  The video treatments can be viewed at: 
https://www.youtube.com/user/jewlesann.   
6 However, using actors instead of real homeless individuals meant participants saw a portrayal of homelessness that may 
have involved less disgust reactions than if they were to see actual homeless people living on the streets.  
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Figure 1.  Experimental Treatment Video Conditions 

Black Homeless Individuals, No 
Information (TESS Study: N=169; Qualtrics 
Study: N=249) 

Black Homeless Individuals, Information 
(TESS Study: N=179; Qualtrics Study: N=242) 
 

White Homeless Individuals, No 
Information (TESS Study: N=174; Qualtrics 
Study: N=242) 

 
White Homeless Individuals, Information 
(TESS Study N=169; Qualtrics Study N=243) 
 

Note. All reported N’s are based on the number of participants who viewed enough of the video to be 
deemed “treated.”  The Qualtrics Panels study also included a control condition where no video was shown 
(N= 250).  
 

 

Experiment 1:  TESS Study Design and Sample.  The TESS experiment was fielded between July 

24 and August 4, 2015 and focused on assessing how experimentally manipulated race and 

empathetic appeals, along with individuals' empathetic predispositions, influenced government 

assistance for the homeless, emotional reactions towards homeless individuals, and charitable 

donations, our behavioral measure of support to end homelessness. We began the study by assessing 

participants’ empathetic ability using the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test (RMET) described below 

(Baron-Cohen, et al. 2001).7  Subjects were then assigned to one of the four treatment conditions 

and viewed the video. After watching the video, participants were told about Miriam’s Kitchen, a 

private charity that provides food and other services to homeless individuals in Washington DC. 

They were then given a $10 endowment as additional compensation for their participation, and 

informed that they could donate some, or all, of that amount directly to Miriam’s Kitchen to help 

chronically homeless individuals. Following the donation question participants were asked how 

much sympathy they felt for the individuals in the video, whether they thought the homeless 

individuals were responsible for their own situation or whether economic factors like the recession 

are responsible, and how much effort they would like the federal government to devote to solving 

the problem of poverty, hunger and homelessness. 

                                                 
7 This test measures respondents’ ability to correctly label an emotion expressed by someone else, by showing them a 
picture of a pair of eyes and asking them to choose, from four emotion words, the emotion being conveyed by the 
person. Research by Feldman and colleagues (2015) has shown that the variance of this measure is evenly distributed 
across the ideological spectrum, and consistently predicts preferences for government social welfare policies. 
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 The TESS experiment was administered by GfK8 whose online panel is representative of the 

US population. We had a total of 742 qualified completes.  Because participants in the study were 

not required to watch the entire video before they could click to the next question, we had 51 

individuals who moved to the donation question before they viewed enough of the video to be 

exposed to any of the information treatment. 9 For purposes of our analysis, we focus on the 691 

respondents who saw enough of the video to get a partial empathy information treatment. 10 

Specifically, we include respondents who saw 26 seconds or more of the video (i.e. viewing at a 

minimum the first individual homeless person holding a sign). As the treatment mimics how such 

campaigns work, individuals can and do avoid the appeals they prefer not to receive. However, since 

we are interested in understanding the effects of race and empathy information, we restrict our 

analyses to individuals who viewed enough to get minimally treated with both manipulations.  

Experiment 2: Qualtrics Panel Study Design and Sample.  We utilized Qualtrics' Panel service to 

field a second survey experiment between April 7-20, 2017. The purpose and procedures of this 

experiment were identical to those used in TESS with a few exceptions. First, we omitted the 

RMET, included a measure of racial resentment in order to assess the effect of racial 

predispositions, and limited the endowment amount to $4. We also included a control condition in 

order to assess the amount of support towards the homeless in the absence of any information11, 

and randomized the order of our three outcome measures – expressed sympathy, government policy 

                                                 
8 GfK uses probability based recruitment (RDD and address based) to obtain a panel that is representative of the 
population of the United States.  Individuals recruited into the panel without internet access are provided a web-enabled 
device and free internet.  Thus, our TESS experiment is run with a high quality, sample representative of the national 
population.  Qualification rate for survey is 76%. 
9 Individuals skipping the video before being fully treated were distributed evenly across conditions, and reflected 
Independents and Moderates who are not typically engaged in politics. They also exhibited donation behavior 
conditional on the race of the homeless individuals. Those who viewed enough of the video to only see a race prime but 
not an information treatment (i.e. individuals viewing between 11 and 21 seconds of the video before skipping forward, 
N=18), donated on average $4.40 more to whites than blacks (t=2.16, p<.05). This difference in donating behavior 
occurred despite exhibiting no differences in expressed sympathy. Such large differences may be related to the kind of 
individuals who prefer to turn a blind eye to homelessness and thus exit the video. Perhaps individuals who get only a 
brief glimpse are less likely to engage in more controlled processing of the message. As such, unconscious biases and 
stereotypes may be what produce this in-group favoritism in their donating behavior. With N=18 we cannot make much 
of this result, but it reveals a fruitful place for further investigation. However, as a result, we find a marginally significant 
main effect of the race treatments leading to lower average donations across all 742 participants (B=-0.55, p=0.096). 
10 Randomization checks show our treatment conditions are balanced on empathic ability, partisan identification, 
ideology, attendance at religious services, age, education, gender, marital status, home ownership, household income, 
region, volunteering and charitable donations. On the question of whether participants approve or disapprove of how 
Obama is handling race relations, there is a slight imbalance (F=2.13, p=.096) with those in the black empathy condition 
being slightly more likely to approve of how Obama is handling race relations than those in the other three conditions. 
11 Randomization checks show our treatment conditions were balanced on partisan identification, ideology, economic 
issue preferences, racial resentment, gender, age, income, religious attendance, risk of becoming homeless, and past 
charitable giving among the treated participants. There is an imbalance with regards to individualism values, where those 
in the control condition were stronger individualists than those in any other condition (F=2.47, p<.01).  
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support, and charitable donation – to avoid spillover effects. Further, we included additional 

measures of emotional responses towards homelessness, policy preferences, individualism, 

humanitarianism, and limited government values, and attitudes towards various social, ethnic, and 

political groups.  

The Qualtrics Panel platform is an online panel that utilizes a nationally-representative 

sampling frame. We had a total of 1251 qualified completes, but for the purposes of our analysis, we 

focus on the 1226 "treated" respondents who saw 26 seconds or more of the video and did not 

report any technical issues viewing the video, or were in the control condition. 12  

The demographic characteristics of both samples are reported in Table 1. While, generally, 

both samples reflect the US population, the Qualtrics sample is particularly skewed towards 

women,13 is more religious, and donates more often to charity than the TESS sample. TESS 

respondents are wealthier than the Qualtrics panel, and include few pure Independents. Otherwise, 

both samples are similarly distributed across partisanship and ideology. 

  

                                                 
12 We exclude 25 individuals who did not view at least 26 seconds of the video or who said they had issues with the 
sound or with seeing the video.  There were N=17 who viewed less than 26 seconds, 8 of these viewed between 11-21 
seconds enough of the video to see a race prime but not an information treatment.  These 17 individuals were equally 
distributed across conditions. Unlike the TESS study, there were no significant differences across the treatments in 
donation amount for the 8 individuals who saw a race prime, but not an information treatment. When looking across all 
17 participants who were "untreated" the one individual in the Black no information condition gave more money than 
the others, however, we cannot surmise any conclusions from a single observation. Given no significant differences in 
donation amounts across the "untreated" participants, the main effects found in the treated sample (see results section) 
reflect those found when examining all participants. 
13 As a result, all analyses using the Qualtrics sample will control on gender. 
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Each Sample – Treated Subjects Only 

 TESS Study (N=691) Qualtrics Study (N=1226) 
Gender 51% Male; 49% Female 28% Male; 72% Female 
Age Mean = 48.47 years, SD = 

17.22 years 
Mean = 53.42 years, SD = 
15.46 years 

Income 12% Less than $20k; 29% $20-
$50k; 16% $50-$75k; 14% $75-
$100k; 30% More than $100k 

20% Less than $20k; 40% $20-
$50k; 22% $50-$75k; 19% 
More than $75k 

Education 32% College degree; 28% 
Some College; 40% High 
School Diploma or Less 

N/A 

Racial Resentment N/A Mean = 0.59, SD = 0.27 (on a 
0-1 scale where 1 represents 
the most resentful) 

Approve Obama Handling 
Race Relations 

45% Approve; 55% 
Disapprove 

N/A 

Charitable Giving 51% Yes; 49% No 74% Yes; 26% No 
Volunteer for Charity 24% Yes; 76% No 23% Yes; 77% No 
Homeless/At Risk N/A 40% Yes; 60% No 
Religious Attendance 28% 1+ Times a Week; 23% 

Every Few Months; 49% Once 
a Year or Less 

69% 1+ Times a Week; 25% 
1-3 Times a Month;  6% None 

Party ID 42% Democrats; 4% 
Independents; 54% 
Republicans 

39% Democrats; 22% 
Independents; 39% 
Republicans 

Ideology 23% Liberals; 35% Moderates; 
42% Conservatives 

30% Liberals; 37% Moderates; 
33% Conservatives 

Individualism Values N/A Mean = 0.47, SD = 0.19 (on a 
0-1 scale where 1 represents 
those high in individualism) 

  

 

Dependent Variables. Our dependent variables include emotional responses to the homeless 

individuals depicted in the videos, support for government efforts to address homelessness, and the 

monetary donation to a charitable organization that serves the homeless.  The specific emotional 

response, sympathy for the homeless, is measured by asking respondents “How much sympathy 

do you feel for the individuals in the video?” on a 5-point scale from “no sympathy at all” to “a great 
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deal of sympathy.”14  Sympathy is coded 0-1 where higher values reflect more sympathy. 

Respondents generally expressed sympathy for the homeless individuals in the video (among TESS 

respondents 60% reported quite a bit of sympathy or a great deal of sympathy; among Qualtrics 

75% of respondents reported quite a bit or a great deal of sympathy). 15 To assess government 

policy support for the homeless we ask participants: “How much effort would you like the federal 

government to devote to solving the problem of poverty, hunger, and homelessness?” on a 4-point 

scale coded from 0=only a little effort to 1=a great deal of effort. 16 The Qualtrics study included two 

additional policy items: "Do you think the federal government spends too much or too little on 

programs to end homelessness, or is the level of spending about right?" on a 5-point scale from 

0=spends extremely too much to 1=spends extremely too little, and "Do you think it is a good or 

bad idea for the government to cut back substantially on social welfare programs and encourage 

private charities to take care of Americans in need of assistance, like homeless individuals?" coded 

0=good idea and 1=bad idea. We scale these items and the government effort item together to 

create a measure of support for government assistance to the homeless. 17 

 Finally, we examine our key dependent variable, donation to a homeless charity, using a 

behavioral measure – the dictator game (Forsythe, et al. 1994; Hoffman et al. 1994; Camerer 2003), 

where respondents are given the opportunity to split an endowment between themselves and an 

established charity that serves the homeless. Dictator games have been used previously to assess the 

effects of empathy on generosity (Zak, Stanton & Ahmadi 2007) and charitable donations (Eckel & 

Grossman 1996; Fong & Luttmer 2009). After reading a description of Miriam’s Kitchen, a private 

charity that provides food and other services to homeless individuals in Washington DC, 

participants were reminded that additional study participation funding had been made available to 

them, and offered the opportunity to donate this additional compensation to Miriam’s Kitchen. 18  In 

                                                 
14 In the Qualtrics study we also ask respondents whether they felt anger, anxiety, or disgust toward the homeless 
individuals in the video on the same 5-point scale that ranged from "none at all" to "a great deal." 
15 TESS mean=0.68, sd=0.26; Qualtrics mean=0.78, sd=0.26. 
16 TESS mean=0.53, sd=0.31; Qualtrics mean=0.63, sd=0.34.  
17 Government spending item mean=0.75, sd=0.28; Government cutback item "good idea"=29%, "bad idea"=71%; 
Government assistance scale mean=0.70, sd=0.29, alpha=0.73. 
18 The text in both studies read as follows: "Homeless individuals receive assistance from private charities across the 
country. These charities provide them with food, shelter and other services. Miriam’s Kitchen is a private charity that 
provides food and other services for homeless individuals in the Washington DC area. Miriam’s Kitchen strives to end 
chronic homelessness.  They provide healthy meals and social services while working to connect homeless individuals to 
permanent supportive housing based on the individuals’ needs. More information about this charity can be found at 
http://www.miriamskitchen.org/. The second paragraph read as follows in TESS: "At the start of this study, you were 
informed that you will receive $10 for your participation. However, if you wish, you can donate some, or all, of that 
amount directly to Miriam’s Kitchen. These funds will go directly towards helping chronically homeless individuals. In 

http://www.miriamskitchen.org/
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the TESS study, respondents could donate anywhere from $0 to $10 (in one-dollar increments) of 

the additional $10 they are given, while in the Qualtrics study respondents could donate anywhere 

from $0 to $4, also in one-dollar increments, of their $4 endowment. 71% of participants in the 

TESS sample donated something and 50% donated the full amount, with a mean donation of $5.98 

(sd = $4.42), while in the Qualtrics sample 76% of participants donated at least $1 and almost half 

donated the full $4, with a mean donation of $2.46 (sd=$1.69). These donation distribution patterns 

reflect the pro-sociality generally revealed in dictator games (Camerer 2003), but are more generous 

than dictator games with anonymous recipients (Hoffman et al. 1994; Eckel & Grossman 1998), or 

with recipients who are only classified by their ethnic group (Whitt & Wilson 2007). The distribution 

of donations to Miriam's Kitchen in our studies (see Appendix Figure A1), however, does mirror the 

patterns found in dictator game donations to a charity recipient (Eckel & Grossman 1996) or to 

individuals deemed worthy of charitable assistance (Fong & Luttmer 2009, 2011). As such, monetary 

donations in our behavioral measure approximate those in similar dictator game studies. Notably, 

the donation dependent variable allows us to contrast support for government policy with personal 

monetary support for charitable assistance in helping the homeless.  

 Individual Difference Measures. Our other key independent variables include individuals' 

empathetic predispositions and racial attitudes. The first, individuals’ empathetic predispositions, 

was measured using the RMET (described earlier) in the TESS study only. Respondents identified 

the emotions for 10 pairs of eyes, creating a scale of empathetic ability based upon the number 

correctly identified emotions (recoded 0-1, where higher values indicate greater empathy). 19 Racial 

                                                                                                                                                             
the box below please indicate the amount of your $10 participation fee, in whole dollars, that you would like to donate to 
Miriam’s Kitchen." In Qualtrics, the second paragraph read as follows: "Additional funding has been made available to 
provide a bonus to participants in this study.  You will receive an additional $4 for your participation.  However, if you 
wish, you can donate some or all of that amount to Miriam’s Kitchen. These funds will go directly towards helping 
chronically homeless individuals.  How much, if any, of your $4 would you like to donate to Miriam’s Kitchen? Please 
select the amount in whole dollars ($0-$4) from the options below." 
19 Cronbach’s alpha = 0.29.  These lower reliability coefficients are expected with a reduced number of items relative to 
the validated 36-item full and 18-item short MIE scales. However the reduction was necessary due to TESS’ length 
constraints.  We ran a pretest version of the study using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk.  In the Mturk Study, we included a 
10 item MIE scale and individuals were given $1 to donate.  In order to validate our shorter MIE scale, we conducted a 
follow-up study using these same white Mturk respondents, were we assessed empathetic ability using the standard 18-
item MIE short measure.  Of the 425 white respondents who took the original study, 310 completed this follow-up 
survey.  The reliability of the 18-item scale (α = 0.566) was consistent with MIE measures in similar studies (see 
Feldman, et al. 2015). Further, the correlation between MIE versions for these respondents was 0.46 (p<.01), and both 
produced comparable correlations with other variables of interest including: party id, ideology, racial resentment, 
individualism, and our dependent variables. Thus, the low reliability of the 10-item measure is attributed to the length 
and difficulty of the shorter scale, introducing more noise through increased respondent guessing.  Because our original 
short scale focused on more difficult items, we revised the items used to assess empathetic ability in the TESS study, 
substituting three easier items.  In the Mturk pretest study 47% read 7 or more of the emotions correctly (mean=0.62, 
sd=0.16); in the TESS study 60% read 7 or more of the emotions correctly (mean=0.67, sd=0.17).   
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attitudes were assessed using a 4-item racial resentment scale20, coded 0-1, where higher values 

represent greater racial resentment (mean=0.59, sd=0.27). Each study also included measures of 

ideology and party identification, each using the standard 7-point self-placement scale, and 

demographic characteristics. 

Manipulation Check 

To discern whether our empathetic appeal treatment – providing additional information on 

signs held by the homeless individuals depicted – worked as expected, we examined whether 

individuals in the empathy information conditions (compared to the no information conditions) 

were less likely to perceive the individuals in the video as responsible for their own homelessness 

and more likely to say that external, economic factors were responsible. In both studies, we assessed 

this with a single item: “When discussing homelessness in America, some people think that 

homeless individuals are completely responsible for their own situation, while others think that 

economic factors, like the recession, are completely responsible. Thinking about the individuals in 

the video, please rate on a scale from 1 to 7 whether you think the homeless individuals are 

responsible for their own situations or whether you think economic factors are responsible for their 

situations?” Those in the empathy information conditions are significantly more likely to say 

economic factors rather than personal factors are responsible for the homeless situation of the 

individuals in the video (TESS t=4.28, p<.01; Qualtrics t=5.78, p<.01).   

 

Results 

 What happens when the messaging about the plight of the homeless manipulates which 

groups are impacted by homelessness, and provides humanizing, empathetic appeals? In line with 

our hypotheses, we expect to find increased sympathetic reactions towards the homeless, support 

for government policies to solve homelessness, and greater willingness to donate money to a charity 

that serves the homeless in the white conditions and in the empathetic information conditions.  

 

                                                 
20 Scale Alpha = .847. Items included: "Irish, Italians, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked 
their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors," " It's really a matter of some people not trying hard 
enough; if blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites," " Generations of slavery and 
discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for blacks to work their way out of the lower class," and " 
Most blacks who don't get ahead should not blame the system; they only have themselves to blame" where respondents 
could agree or disagree with each item on a 4-point scale that ranged from "agree strongly" to "disagree strongly."  
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Sympathy and Government Support for the Homeless 

 First, we examine the extent to which our experimental manipulations affect individuals' 

emotional reactions to homeless individuals. Expressions of sympathy should play a critical role in 

shaping individuals’ choices to support government assistance and to donate money to a homeless 

charity. We find significant main effects of the empathetic information conditions on expressed 

sympathy in both TESS and Qualtrics studies (Figure 1). Collapsing across empathy conditions, 

expressed sympathy significantly increases in the presence of information (B=0.06, p<.01 in TESS; 

B=0.07, p<.01 in Qualtrics)21, regardless of the race of the homeless individuals featured in the 

video. People are more sympathetic when provided with reasons for homelessness that draw 

attention to situational factors (e.g. breast cancer, lost factory job, bank foreclosure, and domestic 

abuse). However, these effects are quite modest, only increasing sympathy by approximately 6% and 

7% of the 0-1 scale, in TESS and Qualtrics studies, respectively. By contrast, there is no consistent 

main effect of race across the two studies – in our Qualtrics study people are somewhat more likely 

to express sympathy for homeless individuals who share their racial identity than those who do not, 

but we do not see this in the TESS study. 22  Our data does suggest that the white no information 

condition elicits more sympathy than the black no information condition (B=0.04, p=.181 in TESS; 

B=0.05, p<.05 in Qualtrics). Thus, in the absence of information that induces perceptions of 

deservingness (see manipulation check), individuals sympathize more with homeless individuals who 

share their racial background. 

  

                                                 
21 See Appendix 2, Tables A1 and A2 for regression results. In both studies, the effect of the empathetic appeal is greater 
in the black conditions (B=0.076, p<.01 in TESS; B=0.089, p<.01 in Qualtrics) than in the white conditions (B=0.49, 
p<.1 in TESS; B=0.054, p<.05 in Qualtrics).  A similar pattern emerges in the Qualtrics study when looking at the 
combined positive emotions of sympathy, caring, and empathizing (results not shown but available from authors). 
Empathetic appeals significantly increase these positive emotions by about 5% of the scale, regardless of the race 
condition, while significantly fewer positive emotions are expressed in the black no information condition compared to 
the white no information condition (0.03, p<.1). Race has no impact among those receiving the empathetic information. 
Further, respondents report significantly more emotional reactions, relative to the control group, in all conditions except 
for black no information. 
22 This is the case when not controlling for any individual difference measures, when adding these controls there is a 
significant negative effect of seeing Blacks on expressed sympathy in both studies (see Tables A1 & A2, column 4). 
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Figure 1. Expressed Sympathy for Homeless Individuals Across Treatments 

   

 Next, looking at support for government assistance, there is an effect of the empathetic 

appeal treatments (0.03, p=.15 in TESS; .0.05 p<.05 in Qualtrics when collapsing across empathy 

conditions, see Figure 2). The race of the homeless individuals in the video appear to have no effect 

on support for government assistance, except to serve as the context in which empathetic appeals 

are more or less effective tools for moving public opinion. We find that empathetic appeals matter 

(modestly), increasing support for government policies to address homelessness by about 7% of the 

scale in TESS and by 6% of the scale in Qualtrics, but only when the homeless individuals affected 

are white. When the affected homeless are black we do not see a significant effect of empathetic 

appeals in either study. 23  

The results suggest messaging (e.g. information that makes an empathetic appeal) can impact 

emotional and attitudinal responses to homelessness while race of the homeless individuals 

themselves has, at most, a conditional effect. Messages highlighting external reasons for 

homelessness increase sympathy (consistent with H2), though the ability of these messages to 

produce increased support for government efforts targeting the homeless appears to matter most 

when the potential beneficiaries are members of the in-group (partial support for H2).    
                                                 
23 In the TESS study we see no difference between those who get the information and no information conditions 
featuring African-American homeless in terms of support for homeless policy, in the Qualtrics study the effect of 
empathetic information when viewing African-American homeless individuals is to increase support but this is also n.s. 
(B=0.03, p=.19).  By contrast, among those who see white homeless individuals the effect of the empathetic appeal is to 
increase support for government efforts to help the homeless (TESS B=.066, p<.05; Qualtrics B=.06, p<.05, see Tables 
A3 and A4).  A similar pattern emerges in the Qualtrics study for the single government effort to end homelessness item, 
the effect of empathetic appeal on government effort support is significant only among the White conditions (0.057, 
p=0.054, see Table A4).  There is no main effect of the race treatment on policy support. 
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Figure 2. Support for Government Assistance to Homeless Individuals Across Treatments 

   

 

Charitable Donation Behavior for the Homeless 

 Do these patterns of support for homeless policy extend to personal behaviors that will help 

the homeless – specifically, donating money to a homeless charity? Interestingly, in the TESS study, 

neither the empathetic appeal nor race manipulations have significant main effects on the amount of 

money individuals donate to the homeless charity (Figure 3, left panel; see also Table A5). 

Compared to the other treatment groups, individuals in the White no information condition gave, 

on average, the most money to charity ($6.24 out of $10), despite expressing less support for 

government assistance to the homeless and generally less sympathy.  

  Figure 3. Mean Amount Donated to Homeless Charity Across Treatments 
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 In contrast, the pattern of mean donations in the Qualtrics study approximates the expressed 

sympathy and government support results (Figure 3, right panel). There is a marginally significant 

effect of the empathetic information treatments increasing the mean amount donated, when 

collapsing across those two conditions (See Appendix 2, Table A6). This effect is primarily driven by 

the role of empathetic information when the homeless individuals in the video are white, which 

increases the average donation by about 25 cents (approximately 6% of the possible $4 donation), 

but only approaches significance (p=.109). Again, the race of the homeless individuals depicted had 

no significant effect on the amount donated.  

 Of course, our behavioral measure of homelessness support is comprised of two decisions: 

1) should the respondent contribute any portion of their endowment to the homeless charity, and if 

so 2) how much should they contribute? By looking at mean donation amounts, these two tasks are 

conflated. Instead, by examining just the dichotomous choice to contribute any amount of their 

bonus endowment to the homeless charity, we can discern whether our treatments affected the 

propensity to donate. We find that the propensity to donate money across conditions reflects the 

same pattern as the mean amount donated in both studies (see Figure 4). In TESS, there are no 

significant differences in the predicted probability of donating across treatment groups. In Qualtrics, 

the information conditions significantly increase the probability of donating at all to the homeless 

charity, relative to the White no information condition (7.5% increase in the White information 

condition, p<.1; and 8% increase in the Black information condition, p<.05)24. 

Figure 4. Probability of Donating to Homeless Charity Across Treatments 

    

                                                 
24 The main effect of the empathetic appeals is also significant when collapsing across both information conditions 
(0.355, p<.05; see Table A6.) 
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 Taken together, these results suggest that messages which employ empathetic appeals can 

shape emotional response and public opinion, but do not necessarily influence behavioral monetary 

choices to the same extent. 25 We do find evidence that empathetic appeals can increase one's 

propensity to donate as well as mean donation in the Qualtrics study, but this finding is not robust 

across samples (our treatments have no effect on donating behavior in the TESS sample). Moreover, 

across the board the race of the target homeless individuals fails to shape respondents' reactions – 

on average, seeing Black or White homeless individuals generates the same amount of support for 

government assistance and monetary donations. 26  Thus our main effect results provide some 

support for H2 but little support for H1.  

The Roles of Racial Attitudes and Empathetic Predisposition 

 We now turn to the question of the role of individual predispositions, focusing on two key 

moderators that should be especially relevant given our experimental manipulations. Specifically, our 

messages may resonate with respondents based upon their pre-existing racial attitudes (Qualtrics 

Study), or their latent ability to empathize with those in need (TESS study). 27  We investigate this 

possibility here with respect to donation behavior.  

First, we would expect that reactions towards a group-based policy are contingent upon 

individuals' attitudes towards those groups (Gilens 1999). The overall null pattern of treatment 

effects with respect to the race of the target homeless individuals on donation behaviors may reflect 

heterogeneous treatment effects. Thus, the extent to which one donates money to a homeless 

charity, when presented with black homeless individuals who will benefit from that donation, should 

be conditional upon one's level of racial resentment. As one exhibits more racial resentment, they 

                                                 
25 These results also point to some potentially interesting differences in the antecedents of policy support and charitable 
giving with respect to the same social problem.  Consistent with prior work showing greater support for social welfare 
policies when individuals are not seen as responsible for their situation, we find more consistent information effects with 
respect to support for government policy.  Individual decisions to donate appear to be somewhat less dependent upon 
information about deservingness.  The full regression models also show, as one would expect, differences in terms of the 
other significant predictors across these decisions (See Appendix 2, Tables A3, A4, A5 & A6).  While ideology and 
partisanship are significant predictors of support for government efforts (with conservatives and republicans 
significantly less likely to support increased government efforts on behalf of the homeless), ideology and partisanship do 
not distinguish individuals in terms of their propensity for charitable giving with respect to homelessness.    
26 While we are not seeing in-group favoritism at the aggregate level, we might expect this to emerge when focusing on a 
measure that more directly assesses attitudes toward the target group as we do below when we explore the role of racial 
predispositions.  
27 We explored other possible moderators including party identity, ideological self-placement, economic issue 
preferences, individualism values, and self-reported prior donation behavior. However, donation patterns across sub-
groups were either not statistically significant, or inconsistent across the two studies. 
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should donate less money when viewing black homeless individuals, but these views should not 

impact donating when viewing white homeless individuals.  

 

Figure 5. Effects of Racial Resentment on Donation Behavior Across Treatments 

 

   
Note. Predicted values generated based on regression models in Table A7, columns 1 and 3. 

  

Indeed, in the Qualtrics sample, we find a significant negative effect of racial resentment on 

amount donated, and predicted probability of donating, when the homeless targets are black (Figure 

5)28. This effect appears driven by both ends of the racial resentment scale. Those at the low end 

tend to donate significantly more, and with a greater propensity, in the black information condition 

relative to the white information ($0.87, p<.1 and 14% increased probability, p<.05) and control 

($0.60, p<.1 and 12% increased probability, p<.05) conditions. Contrastingly, those high in racial 

resentment appear to donate less in the black conditions, and have a higher probability of donating 

at all in the white information condition (approximately an 18% increase compared to the control 

and black conditions, p<.05). Interestingly, racial resentment also significantly decreases donation 

amount and propensity when no information about the race of homeless individuals is provided (i.e. 

control), and in the white no information condition. But, as expected, racial predispositions hold no 

bearing on donations when shown whites providing reasons for their homelessness. These findings 
                                                 
28 Racial resentment has a significant effect on decreasing donation amount and propensity when controlling for the 
treatments and other individual difference measures, and its inclusion diminishes the size and significance of the 
treatment effects (see Table A7).  
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reveal an asymmetry in the effectiveness of empathetic appeal messages. Such messages motivate 

support for blacks, but not whites, among those low in racial resentment, while they motivate 

support for whites, but not blacks, among those on the upper end of the scale. 

 Second, given that our treatments specifically manipulated the attribution of homelessness to 

external factors in order to elicit perceptions of deservingness, empathetic ability should moderate 

their donation decisions. Put simply, we should expect our empathy-inducing messages to increase 

charitable donations, but only among those who are innately capable of psychologically putting 

themselves into other people's shoes. We can examine this in our TESS study. In line with this 

expectation, individuals who possess greater empathetic ability (as measured by the Reading the 

Mind in the Eyes test) reveal, on average, significantly greater donation amounts and propensity to 

donate (Figure 6)29. Those high in empathetic ability are significantly more likely to donate, and 

donate far more, than those low in empathetic ability. At the same time, the effect of empathetic 

ability on donating behavior is not uniform across conditions. Among those who are not viewing an 

in-group member (i.e. whites) or receiving an empathetic information appeal, empathetic ability has 

no significant effect on donation behavior. Alternatively, among those most in tune to other's 

emotional states, donations are typically $1.85 more (at p<.1) in all conditions than in the black no 

information condition. Thus, one's ability to put themselves in the shoes of homeless individuals 

only translates into greater donations when presented with a relatable factor, such as a shared racial 

in-group or external reasons for being homeless.   

  

  

                                                 
29 Empathetic ability has a significant effect on increasing donation amount and propensity when controlling for the 
treatments and other individual difference measures (see Table A8). 
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Figure 6. Effects of Empathetic Ability on Donation Behavior Across Treatments 

 

    

Note. Predicted values based on regression models in Table A8, columns 1 and 3. 

  

Do empathetic appeals work through their effects on sympathy? 

Finally, given sympathy’s prevalence in response to the video treatments, it may serve as the 

psychological mechanism that links exposure to individuals in need with attitudinal support and 

donation behavior. In this scenario, expressed sympathy stemming from the information treatments 

which make homeless individuals seem more deserving translates into increased support for 

government programs and monetary donations to charity. Indeed this is likely the very path that 

strategic communicators imagine when they utilize empathetic appeals telling the story of a 

particular homeless individual in an effort to increase awareness and support for the cause.   

We find this general pattern of direct and indirect effects of the experimental treatments on 

government support (Table 2) and donating behavior (Table 3)30. First, the White information 

treatment indirectly increases support for government intervention in helping the homeless by 

working through sympathy in both studies. The Black no information treatment has a negative 

indirect effect on government assistance in the Qualtrics study. While viewing a message featuring 

                                                 
30 Direct and indirect effects are calculated using structural equation modeling techniques, where the white no 
information condition serves as the excluded treatment category due to its similarity with the outcomes observed in 
Qualtrics' pure control condition. In the Qualtrics study, the structural model includes the control condition and gender 
(though these are not shown in Tables).   
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black homeless individuals with no information appeal decreases expressed sympathy (B=-0.054, 

p<.05), which in turn decreases government policy support (B=-0.03, p<.05) in the Qualtrics 

sample, this message also directly increases government policy support in both studies (B=0.051, p<.1 

in TESS; B=0.058, p<.05 in Qualtrics). This positive direct effect of the Black no information 

condition in both studies indicates that observing African-American homelessness leads to increased 

government welfare support via factors other than sympathy.  

 Next, sympathy has a substantive and statistically significant direct effect on donating 

behavior (B=6.03, p<.01 in TESS; B=1.51, p<.01 in Qualtrics). In both studies, when expressed 

sympathy is taken into account, our treatments do not have a significant direct effect on the average 

amount donated, indicating its role as mediator. Next, the white empathetic information treatment 

has a significant direct effect on expressed sympathy (B=0.049, p<.1 in TESS; B=0.054, p<.05 in 

Qualtrics), with significant indirect effects on amount donated via sympathy (B=0.298, p<.1 in 

TESS; B=0.081, p<.05 in Qualtrics). In contrast, receiving the black no information treatment 

lowers expressed sympathy (B=-0.054, p<.05) which then indirectly lowers the average donation 

amount (B=-0.081, p<.05), but only in the Qualtrics sample. Collapsing across empathetic appeal 

treatments, expressed sympathy serves as a central psychological mechanism that shapes donation 

behaviors, mediating approximately 35% and 60% of the total treatment effects in the TESS and 

Qualtrics samples, respectively31. As such, our experimental treatments are only effective in 

increasing charitable donations insomuch as they work through individuals' heightened senses of 

sympathy towards those depicted in the videos. However, the success (or failure) of this mediational 

path towards increased monetary donations for the homeless is conditional upon whether the 

treatment includes members of one's racial in-group and provides external reasons for the victims' 

homeless situations. In contrast, increased support for government assistance to the homeless is not 

completely conditional upon individuals' expressed sympathy, and seeing African-Americans who 

are homeless due to circumstantial factors can increase government policy support without 

triggering sympathetic reactions. 

  

                                                 
31 Proportions of total effects mediated are calculated using the STATA mediation package (Hicks & Tingley 2011). 
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Table 2. Mediational Model of Sympathy & Treatment Effects on Support for Government Aid 

 TESS Qualtrics 

 Direct Effect Indirect Effect  Direct Effect Indirect Effect  
DV = Govt Effort     
Constant 0.09 (.034)***  .144 (.035)***  
Sympathy .623 (0.04)***  .553 (.033)***  
White Information .032 (.029) 0.033 (0.017)** .028 (.027) .03 (.013)** 
Black No Information .051 (.029)* -0.025 (0.017) .058 (.027)** -0.03 (0.013)** 
Black Information .004 (.029) .024 (.017) .009 (.027) .02 (.013) 
DV = Sympathy     
Constant .671 (.019)***  .737 (.021)***  
White Information 0.053 (.028)*  0.054 (.023)**  
Black No Information -0.039 (.028)  -0.054 (.023)**  
Black Information .039 (.027)  .036 (.023)  

 

Table 3. Mediational Model of Sympathy & Treatment Effects on Donation Amount 

 TESS Qualtrics 

 Direct Effect Indirect Effect    
DV = Donation     
Constant 2.19 (.52)***  1.189 (.188)***  
Sympathy  

6.03 (0.618)*** 
 

1.51 (.182)***  
White Information -.457 (.449) .298 (.169)* .164 (.149) .081 (.037)** 
Black No Information -.344 (.448) -0.228 (0.168) .242 (.149) -0.081 (0.037)** 
Black Information -.625 (.442) .232 (.166) .223 (.149) .054 (.036) 
DV = Sympathy     
Constant .671 (.019)***  .737 (.021)***  
White Information 0.049 (.028)*  0.054 (.023)**  
Black No Information -0.038 (.028)  -0.054 (.023)**  
Black Information .039 (.027)  .036 (.023)  
 

Discussion 

 Taken together, our results suggest that empathetic appeals designed to enhance the 

perceived deservingness of homeless individuals do lead to increased support for the homeless (in 
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support of H2).  Such messaging leads to increased expressions of sympathy (across two separate 

studies), to greater support for government efforts to help the homeless when viewing homeless 

individuals from one’s own racial group (across two studies) and to increased donations and 

propensity to donate (in one study).  These results are consistent with work showing that support 

for spending on social welfare programs diminishes when individuals are seen as responsible for 

their own problems (Kluegel & Smith 1986; Skitka & Tetlock 1993) and with work highlighting the 

importance of deservingness cues on social welfare support (Peterson, 2012; Peterson, et al 2011, 

2012; Aaroe and Peterson, 2014).  We also show that individual level predispositions condition 

messages effects in expected ways (H3).  Our work highlights an important role for emotion – 

specifically sympathy and empathy – in motivating support for assisting those in need.  As we have 

shown, informational appeals designed to enhance deservingness by highlighting external factors as 

responsible for an individual’s homelessness lead to greater expressions of sympathy for homeless 

individuals which translates into increased support for government aid and increased propensity to 

donate to a homeless charity. While the effect of these informational cues is not completely 

mediated by sympathy, expressed sympathy serves as a central psychological mechanism linking 

exposure to individuals in need with support for policies and charitable giving. Our examination of 

the role of empathetic ability (empathetic predispositions) also highlights the import of this emotion. 

Those high on empathetic ability (as measured by reading the mind in the eyes) are more likely to 

donate at least when they are presented with a relatable factor, such as a shared racial in-group or 

external reasons for being homeless.    

In many ways, our findings are consistent with earlier work that explores the role of race in 

charitable giving decisions. When faced with the choice to donate money that will assist individuals 

in need, whether the need stems from homelessness or a national disaster (see Fong & Luttmer 

2009), the race of the victims has no effect on average giving. That said, our results suggest 

important ways in which group cues may nonetheless matter, though we find little support for 

Hypothesis 1.  Similar to Fong & Luttmer (2009), we also find that individuals' racial biases, in this 

case racial resentment towards blacks, condition white's donation choices. The more racial 

resentment Whites possess, the more biased their donation behavior is in favor of whites, while the 

least racially resentful whites are more inclined to donate money to homeless blacks. But we provide 

an important caveat to these extant patterns. Racial considerations are moderated by information 

citing the external causes of homelessness, and therefore the deservingness of the victims for 
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assistance. These appeals work when the recipients come from a racial group an individual is biased 

towards (e.g. blacks for low racial resentment whites, and whites for high racial resentment whites). 

In contrast, such appeals do not change donation patterns when homeless individuals are members 

of a racial group people are biased against. Thus, message frames are only efficient in generating 

behavioral, monetary support insofar as they resonate with individuals' pre-existing racial biases. 

Many charitable organizations use these types of humanizing appeals in an attempt to elicit 

sympathy and support for their cause. By providing a better understanding of the types of messages 

that motivate individuals, as well as the role of individual characteristics in predicting responsiveness, 

our research has important practical implications for those engaged in strategic messaging.  What are 

these lessons?  As we know from Iyengar’s classic work on the effects of episodic and thematic 

framing, using an individual case story to illustrate a problem can increase dispositional attributions 

and undermine support for government efforts to address problems (Iyengar, 1987).  By contrast, 

our work shows that using the story of a particular individual to invoke empathetic reactions can 

induce support for those in need.  Empathy inducing messages can be effective – but as such they 

must contain information likely to induce empathy rather than engage other emotional responses. 

Information and cues that highlight reasons for homelessness that suggest responsibility for 

homelessness did not lie with the individuals (e.g., home foreclosure, cancer, job loss due to the 

recession) may be key for this.  Such messages likely cue deservingness heuristics thereby increasing 

messages strength (Lausten, Aaroe, Hendry, Hibbing, Smith and Peterson, 2017).  It is reassuring 

that we do not find main effects of our race manipulation such that there is a systematic advantage 

when the beneficiaries are members of the in-group.  Nonetheless, our results hint that group cues 

interact with racial predispositions to influence response.  Information that provides deservingness 

cues may be particularly relevant when viewing homeless individuals who do not share your racial 

group and even that may not be enough to induce those biased against the group.  That said, other 

research has shown that simply inducing sympathy in a context where such an emotion should 

facilitate the persuasive appeal may not always translate into increased message persuasiveness 

(Gross, 2008).   

While our findings come from experiments with two nationally diverse samples, and include 

behavioral as well as attitudinal measures, they also face limitations.  We created videos designed to 

mimic the kind of appeal that an organization might use to raise awareness of the issue of 

homelessness.  Yet, the brief nature of our empathetic appeal treatment (providing a brief statement 
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regarding the background of the homeless individual on cardboard signs that the respondents read) 

may limit the degree to which respondents feel a genuine connection and empathy making this a 

conservative test.  Furthermore, the homeless population tends to be a target of dehumanization 

(Fiske & Harris 2006) such that participants may have more difficulty empathizing with members of 

this community than we would find for other social welfare issues.  Future research should seek to 

examine these dynamics in the context of other issues.  Work might also be done to more closely 

examine the nature of deservingness cues and whether explicit undeserving cues such as an 

individual story which places responsibility for homelessness more with the poor choices of the 

homeless individual would lead to reduced support for those in need.  Finally, work might explore 

the role of other emotions in inducing responses to messages about those in need.    
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Appendix 1 – Detail on Experimental Treatments 
 

The treatments are modeled on a video campaign that asked homeless individuals in Orlando, FL to 
write down something unique about themselves (http://www.lifebuzz.com/rethink/). Telling the story of a 
specific individual is a common approach used by advocacy organizations to generate awareness of and 
support for a cause and our video treatments can be seen as mimicking this approach while also allowing us 
experimental control over our two key independent variables of interest: race of individuals depicted as 
experiencing homelessness and the use of an empathetic appeal that highlights the reason for homelessness as 
outside the individual’s locus of control.   

Each video opened with the following statements appearing sequentially on screen: “Homelessness 
in the nation’s capital is on the rise,” and “We asked homeless people in Washington DC to write down 
something about themselves,” (both appearing over black background) which then fades to, “These are their 
words” (appearing over one of the individuals featured in the video writing a sign). The videos then show 
four (African-American or White) individuals holding signs, while each person says “I am homeless.” The 
signs constitute our information manipulation and provided either information on why the individual was 
homeless or no information beyond the fact of the homelessness.  In the no information conditions signs 
read as follows: “I am Homeless.”, “I Have No Where To Live.” “My Home Now Is The Streets.” “I Never 
Thought I’d Be Homeless.” In the information conditions, which are designed as our emphatic appeal, signs 
read as follows: “Bank Foreclosed On Me. I am Homeless.” “I Escaped Domestic Violence. I Have No 
Where To Live.” “Lost Factory Job During Recession. My Home Now Is The Streets.” “I Have Stage 3 
Breast Cancer. I Never Thought I’d Be Homeless.”  Each video was approximately 1-minute long, and ended 
with the statement, “It is Time to Rethink Homelessness.”  The video does not make a direct appeal for 
funding or support for a specific policy. 

We used actors to portray homeless individuals, though the reasons for homelessness provided by 
the actors represent the stories of actual homeless individuals. There are two male and two female individuals 
in each video. We matched the actors on age and gender by race, and the paired individuals wore the same 
clothes. The sign held by a given actor was also held by the matched gender/age individual of the opposite 
race. The videos show actors outdoors standing on sidewalks or sitting on a bench in Washington DC during 
the winter, wearing winter clothing. We do not depict people sleeping on the street, suffering from mental 
illness, or engaging in any other stigmatizing or explicit disgust-inducing activities affiliated with 
homelessness.  

http://www.lifebuzz.com/rethink/
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Appendix II – Regression Tables 
 
 

Table A1. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Expressed Sympathy – TESS Sample 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
White Information 0.0494* 0.0483*   
Condition (0.0283) (0.0283)   
Black No Information -0.0378 -0.0496*   
Condition (0.0282) (0.0276)   
Black Information 0.0385 0.0294   
Condition (0.0275) (0.0264)   
Information Conditions   0.0630*** 0.0637*** 
   (0.0195) (0.0190) 
Black Conditions   -0.0243 -0.0343* 
   (0.0195) (0.0190) 
Empathetic Ability  0.0127*  0.0124* 
  (0.00693)  (0.00691) 
Party Identity  -0.101**  -0.100** 
  (0.0393)  (0.0392) 
Ideology  -0.0549  -0.0543 
  (0.0495)  (0.0493) 
Religious Attendance  -0.00361  -0.00391 
  (0.00653)  (0.00652) 
Age  0.00120**  0.00122** 
  (0.000575)  (0.000575) 
Education  0.00327  0.00316 
  (0.00816)  (0.00815) 
Gender  -0.0662***  -0.0670*** 
  (0.0195)  (0.0193) 
Income  -0.00545***  -0.00554*** 
  (0.00173)  (0.00172) 
Obama Race Relations  -0.0264  -0.0274 
Approval  (0.0239)  (0.0239) 
Past Charity Donations  0.0363*  0.0348* 
  (0.0199)  (0.0198) 
Constant 0.671*** 0.759*** 0.664*** 0.759*** 
 (0.0205) (0.0805) (0.0174) (0.0804) 
     
Observations 691 669 691 669 
R-squared 0.018 0.121 0.017 0.120 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A2. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Expressed Sympathy – Qualtrics Sample 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
White Information 0.0536** 0.0399*   
Condition (0.0219) (0.0208)   
Black No Information -0.0540** -0.0643***   
Condition (0.0245) (0.0228)   
Black Information 0.0356 0.0203   
Condition (0.0228) (0.0222)   
Control Condition -0.0689*** -0.0605***   
 (0.0241) (0.0227)   
Information Conditions   0.0714*** 0.0630*** 
   (0.0162) (0.0155) 
Black Conditions   -0.0358** -0.0421*** 
   (0.0163) (0.0155) 
Gender 0.0720*** 0.0575*** 0.0838*** 0.0699*** 
 (0.0176) (0.0171) (0.0195) (0.0191) 
Racial Resentment  -0.107***  -0.117*** 
  (0.0332)  (0.0357) 
Party Identity  -0.0228  -0.0154 
  (0.0317)  (0.0345) 
Ideology  -0.0589  -0.0591 
  (0.0380)  (0.0407) 
Individualism  -0.228***  -0.204*** 
  (0.0433)  (0.0480) 
Age  -0.000808*  -0.000584 
  (0.000462)  (0.000525) 
Income  -0.0411  -0.0292 
  (0.0262)  (0.0292) 
Religious Attendance  0.0664***  0.0498** 
  (0.0219)  (0.0246) 
Past Charity Donations   0.0839***   0.0849*** 
  (0.0186)  (0.0211) 
Constant 0.737*** 1.115*** 0.720*** 1.075*** 
 (0.0219) (0.0476) (0.0209) (0.0524) 
     
Observations 1,216 1,210 967 963 
R-squared 0.050 0.156 0.046 0.149 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A3. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Government Policy Support – TESS Sample 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
White Information 0.0657** 0.0658**   
Condition (0.0333) (0.0323)   
Black No Information 0.0265 0.00371   
Condition (0.0329) (0.0316)   
Black Information 0.0279 0.00263   
Condition (0.0330) (0.0310)   
Information Conditions   0.034 0.0323 
   (0.0238) (0.0224) 
Black Conditions   -0.006 -0.0296 
   (0.0238) (0.0224) 
Empathetic Ability  -0.00426  -0.00348 
  (0.00786)  (0.00786) 
Party Identity  -0.149***  -0.149*** 
  (0.0470)  (0.0472) 
Ideology  -0.264***  -0.266*** 
  (0.0628)  (0.0629) 
Religious Attendance  -8.73e-05  0.000580 
  (0.00763)  (0.00760) 
Age  0.000656  0.000628 
  (0.000698)  (0.000697) 
Education  0.0166*  0.0169* 
  (0.00918)  (0.00924) 
Gender  -0.00582  -0.00416 
  (0.0227)  (0.0226) 
Income  -0.00637***  -0.00614*** 
  (0.00204)  (0.00205) 
Obama Race Relations  -0.0351  -0.0332 
Approval  (0.0282)  (0.0283) 
Past Charity Donations   0.00802   0.00496 
  (0.0238)  (0.0237) 
Constant 0.508*** 0.842*** 0.523*** 0.841*** 
 (0.0225) (0.0938) (0.0199) (0.0940) 
     
Observations 686 666 686 666 
R-squared 0.006 0.161 0.003 0.158 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 
 
  



 35 

Table A4. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Government Policy Support – Qualtrics Sample 
 Government Assistance to Help Homelessness Scale Gov't Effort 

Item 
      
White Information 0.0600** 0.0298   0.0575* 
Condition (0.0258) (0.0208)   (0.0298) 
Black No Information 0.0189 -0.0115   0.0277 
Condition (0.0271) (0.0221)   (0.0311) 
Black Information 0.0531** 0.0334   0.0292 
Condition (0.0266) (0.0224)   (0.0312) 
Control Condition -0.00709 -0.00232   -0.0320 
 (0.0274) (0.0231)   (0.0303) 
Information Conditions   0.0471** 0.0370**  
   (0.0184) (0.0152)  
Black Conditions   0.00605 -0.00390  
   (0.0184) (0.0151)  
Gender 0.0958*** 0.0606*** 0.0955*** 0.0626*** 0.0789*** 
 (0.0194) (0.0164) (0.0219) (0.0183) (0.0215) 
Racial Resentment  -0.171***  -0.149***  
  (0.0315)  (0.0354)  
Party Identity  -0.0868***  -0.0759**  
  (0.0306)  (0.0336)  
Ideology  -0.158***  -0.158***  
  (0.0411)  (0.0456)  
Individualism  -0.431***  -0.478***  
  (0.0395)  (0.0445)  
Age  0.00130***  0.00129**  
  (0.000459)  (0.000512)  
Income  -0.140***  -0.118***  
  (0.0268)  (0.0291)  
Religious Attendance  -0.0572**  -0.0679***  
  (0.0229)  (0.0255)  
Past Charity Donations   0.0444***   0.0440**  
  (0.0166)  (0.0184)  
Constant 0.602*** 1.124*** 0.608*** 1.116*** 0.551*** 
 (0.0246) (0.0455) (0.0235) (0.0493) (0.0271) 

      
Observations 1,216 1,210 967 963 1,216 
R-squared 0.031 0.332 0.029 0.344 0.020 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A5. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Donation Behavior – TESS Sample 
 Mean Donation Amount Probability of Donating 
White Information -0.159 -0.586  -0.0105 -0.213  
Condition (0.476) (0.470)  (0.243) (0.267)  
Black No Information -0.573 -0.754  -0.292 -0.417  
Condition (0.482) (0.466)  (0.237) (0.259)  
Black Information -0.392 -0.540  -0.101 -0.192  
Condition (0.471) (0.445)  (0.237) (0.252)  
Information 
Conditions 

  0.012 
(0.337) 

  0.095 
(0.168) 

       
Black Conditions   -0.402   -0.192 
   (0.337)   (0.168) 
Empathetic Ability  0.461***   0.186***  
  (0.102)   (0.0560)  
Party Identity  -0.0883   0.187  
  (0.697)   (0.388)  
Ideology  -0.439   -0.270  
  (0.883)   (0.484)  
Religious Attendance  0.139   0.0869  
  (0.114)   (0.0640)  
Age  0.0389***   0.0114**  
  (0.00977)   (0.00528)  
Education  -0.0452   -0.00955  
  (0.140)   (0.0768)  
Gender  -0.231   -0.124  
  (0.331)   (0.182)  
Income  -0.0399   -0.0191  
  (0.0306)   (0.0165)  
Obama Race Relations  -0.0348   -0.225  
Approval  (0.404)   (0.226)  
Past Charity Donations  1.715***   0.810***  
  (0.351)   (0.189)  
Constant 6.241*** -0.430 6.157*** 0.994*** -1.342* 0.943*** 
 (0.336) (1.345) (0.291) (0.171) (0.748) (0.145) 
Observations 691 669 691 691 669 691 
R-squared or Pseudo 
R2 

0.002 0.128 0.002 0.002 0.071 0.002 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A6. Effects of Experimental Treatments on Donation Behavior – Qualtrics Sample 
 Mean Donation Amount Probability of Donating 
       
White Information 0.245 0.197  0.416* 0.369  
Condition (0.153) (0.148)  (0.216) (0.231)  
Black No Information 0.160 0.0952  0.162 0.0723  
Condition (0.155) (0.150)  (0.208) (0.218)  
Black Information 0.277* 0.233  0.453** 0.396*  
Condition (0.153) (0.148)  (0.219) (0.227)  
Control Condition -0.0909 -0.0687  -0.101 -0.0910  
 (0.156) (0.153)  (0.201) (0.212)  
Information Conditions   0.180*   0.355** 
   (0.108)   (0.155) 
Black Conditions   0.0972   0.107 
   (0.108)   (0.154) 
Gender 0.0672 0.0214 0.0925 -0.00330 -0.0795 0.0530 
 (0.107) (0.105) (0.120) (0.151) (0.158) (0.172) 
Racial Resentment  -0.645***   -1.061***  
  (0.213)   (0.333)  
Party Identity  -0.197   -0.0785  
  (0.202)   (0.302)  
Ideology  -0.0284   -0.136  
  (0.240)   (0.358)  
Individualism  -0.853***   -1.364***  
  (0.277)   (0.422)  
Age  0.0122***   0.00541  
  (0.00310)   (0.00469)  
Income  0.459***   0.575**  
  (0.163)   (0.256)  
Religious Attendance  0.0553   -0.136  
  (0.143)   (0.207)  
Past Charity Donations   0.483***    0.715***  
  (0.116)   (0.155)  
Constant 2.301*** 3.037*** 2.314*** 0.983*** 2.995*** 0.969*** 
 (0.135) (0.307) (0.128) (0.183) (0.490) (0.179) 
       
Observations 1,216 1,210 967 1,216 1,210 967 
R-squared or Pseudo R2 0.007 0.080 0.004 0.008 0.069 0.006 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A7. Interactive Effects of Treatments and Racial Resentment – Qualtrics Sample 
 Mean Donation Amount Probability of Donating 

Racial Resentment -0.927** -0.785* -1.292** -1.026* 
 (0.417) (0.413) (0.592) (0.607) 
White No Information 0.0663 -0.0928 0.0816 -0.127 
 (0.387) (0.376) (0.605) (0.621) 
White Information -0.0689 -0.164 -0.125 -0.254 
 (0.362) (0.348) (0.565) (0.577) 
Black No Information 0.369 0.187 0.632 0.374 
 (0.370) (0.357) (0.646) (0.644) 
Black Information 0.598* 0.503 1.751** 1.797** 
 (0.352) (0.349) (0.709) (0.731) 
White No Information X 0.0373 0.263 0.0300 0.326 
Racial Resentment (0.596) (0.583) (0.865) (0.890) 
White Information X 0.645 0.736 0.997 1.151 
Racial Resentment (0.562) (0.539) (0.837) (0.851) 
Black No Information X -0.256 -0.0474 -0.634 -0.332 
Racial Resentment (0.584) (0.562) (0.928) (0.922) 
Black Information X -0.405 -0.341 -1.757* -1.911* 
Racial Resentment (0.557) (0.550) (0.972) (0.995) 
Gender 0.0873 0.0380 0.0369 -0.0496 
 (0.107) (0.106) (0.155) (0.159) 
Party Identity  -0.199  -0.0646 
  (0.203)  (0.304) 
Ideology  -0.0121  -0.123 
  (0.241)  (0.358) 
Individualism  -0.851***  -1.412*** 
  (0.276)  (0.427) 
Age  0.0121***  0.00513 
  (0.00310)  (0.00474) 
Income  0.468***  0.599** 
  (0.163)  (0.256) 
Religious Attendance  0.0544  -0.137 
  (0.144)  (0.210) 
Past Charity Donations   0.487***   0.729*** 
  (0.116)  (0.156) 
Constant 2.762*** 3.041*** 1.667*** 2.896*** 
 (0.281) (0.382) (0.422) (0.596) 
     
Observations 1,216 1,210 1,216 1,210 
R-squared or Pseudo R2 0.032 0.083 0.038 0.077 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A8. Interactive Effects of Treatments and Empathetic Ability – TESS Sample 
 Mean Donation Amount Probability of Donating 
Empathetic Ability 0.583*** 0.443** 0.163 0.1000 
 (0.205) (0.194) (0.106) (0.113) 
White Information -1.037 -1.713 -1.021 -1.365 
 (1.965) (1.951) (1.016) (1.085) 
Black No Information 1.858 0.156 0.0713 -0.588 
 (2.136) (2.098) (1.026) (1.115) 
Black Information -0.875 -0.774 -0.842 -1.068 
 (1.982) (1.867) (0.985) (1.030) 
White Information X  0.106 0.164 0.145 0.176 
Empathetic Ability (0.277) (0.273) (0.149) (0.158) 
Black No Information X  -0.372 -0.133 -0.0593 0.0289 
Empathetic Ability (0.305) (0.299) (0.151) (0.162) 
Black Information X  0.0749 0.0353 0.116 0.137 
Empathetic Ability (0.285) (0.266) (0.148) (0.153) 
Party Identity  -0.0841  0.186 
  (0.702)  (0.389) 
Ideology  -0.424  -0.273 
  (0.889)  (0.488) 
Religious Attendance  0.139  0.0922 
  (0.115)  (0.0646) 
Age  0.0383***  0.0110** 
  (0.00984)  (0.00532) 
Education  -0.0390  -0.00737 
  (0.140)  (0.0766) 
Gender  -0.239  -0.141 
  (0.333)  (0.183) 
Income  -0.0391  -0.0190 
  (0.0307)  (0.0165) 
Obama Race Relations Approval  -0.0402  -0.219 
  (0.407)  (0.228) 
Past Charity Donations  1.712***  0.811*** 
  (0.352)  (0.190) 
Constant 2.361* -0.297 -0.0749 -0.776 
 (1.425) (1.727) (0.706) (0.984) 
     
Observations 691 669 691 669 
R-squared or Pseudo R2 0.045 0.129 0.025 0.073 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure A1. Frequency Distribution for Donations in Each Study 

     

 


